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  In the history of science fiction, there are very few authors who were able to make the transition from the early days of pseudo-science into the harsh reality of the post-nuclear world. Of those who made the transition, still fewer were able to adapt to the changing moods of the Cold War or the social upheavals of the 60s. But, there were a very few authors who managed to write stories and novels throughout it all: from the time of the Space Opera through the first landing on the moon and beyond.


  One of these authors was Edmond Hamilton.


  Edmond Hamilton was born in 1904 in Youngstown, Ohio. A child prodigy, he completed high school and entered into college at the age of 14 with the dream of becoming an electrical engineer. Unfortunately, the age discrepancy between Hamilton and the other students made it very difficult for him to adapt socially to his new surroundings and he never completed his degree. He flunked out during his third year and took a job with the Pennsylvania Railroad while he tried to figure out what to do with the rest of his life.


  Hamilton had always been a voracious reader, particularly of the works of A. Merritt and Burroughs. Although he had never shown any inclination towards writing before, he decided in the mid-20s to be an author. Whether this decision was just an intellectual exercise or was born out of necessity is not known, but his first attempt, the short story “The Monster-God of Mamurth”, was submitted to Weird Tales and published in 1926. A second story was accepted with equal ease. Within a very short time, Hamilton was an established author, writing both atmospheric horror stories and science fiction stories in the space opera style of E.E. “Doc” Smith for a variety of outlets.


  The early science fiction stories also gained Hamilton the nickname of “World Wrecker” since most of these tales involved a major menace to the galaxy that had to be defeated, usually, by a space armada and the destruction of a planet or two.


  From the 20s to the mid-40s, Hamilton worked solely as a freelance author and was very prolific, often writing several short stories simultaneously while working on a novel-length serial. He also dabbled in some mystery and detective fiction during slow periods for the sale of science fiction. Some estimates suggest that his short story output alone may have numbered in the hundreds, but, because some of Hamilton’s work was published under pseudonyms as well as his own name, the true number of stories may never be known. He also established a number of firsts during this extremely fertile period, including the first use of a space suit in science fiction, the first space walk and the first use of an energy sword, the prototype for what George Lucas, a Hamilton fan, would later dub a light saber. He also found time to travel during this period and visited much of the US and parts of Mexico, often in the company of his friend, author Jack Williamson.


  In 1946, Hamilton’s output slowed and with good reason. First, he married author Leigh Brackett and they began to restore a 130 year old house in Kinsman, Ohio, which became their primary home for many years. Secondly, Hamilton embarked on a secondary career as a comic book writer.


  Exactly how Hamilton entered into comic book writing is a bit of a mystery. The long accepted sequence of events (a chronology substantiated in later years by Hamilton) is that he was contacted by his old friend, and former editor, Mort Weisinger in 1946. Weisinger, had been the senior editor for Standard Magazines prior to moving to DC Comics in 1941, just after he and Hamilton had created the pulp character, Captain Future. Back from a stint in the military, Weisinger was looking up many of the writers he had worked with in the pulps to offer them jobs writing comic books for DC. Research, however, would suggest differently.


  The Grand Comic Book Database website shows a credit for Hamilton as early as 1942 at DC with a story in Batman #11. In and of itself, this not a great stretch, since Weisinger entered the military in late 1942 or early 1943. One could assume that this might have been a tryout of some sort on Hamilton’s part and Weisinger was the editor of Batman at this point. Of even greater interest are the writing credits for some Black Terror stories in America’s Best Comics in 1945. Again, this would also be a fairly logical connection, since Black Terror was published by Standard and even without Weisinger, Hamilton would most likely have had some connections within the company. Exactly how these earlier stories have been left out of most chronologies is not known and why Hamilton chose not to mention them is yet another enigma. What is known, however, is that the pulp market was slowing, Weisinger was looking for writers, Hamilton was interested and, at some point in the mid-40s, he began his second career as a comic book writer.


  Writing for comic books presented a new venue for Hamilton. Comics paid better than pulps in the post-war years and he could do as many, or as few, as he wanted, even to the point where he could put his comic writing on hold to work on a novel or short story. Hamilton was also allowed to mail his scripts to DC, which meant trips to New York were unnecessary. Originally hired as a writer for Batman, Hamilton was soon doing Superman and the Batman/Superman stories in World’s Finest, as well. In addition, Julius Schwartz, Hamilton’s former literary agent, was a DC editor and he started to send assignments to Hamilton for his stable of science fiction comics. Over the next 20 years, Hamilton proved himself to be prolific as ever, creating some fondly remembered stories for a number of DC characters, including a long run in the 60s on the “Tales of the Legion of Super-Heroes” series in Adventure Comics. Along with his comic book writing, Hamilton also traveled for pleasure, made trips to Hollywood (as part of his wife’s screenwriting career) and still found time to turn out out novels and short stories on a fairly regular basis, but by no means as quickly as he had in the previous twenty years.


  By 1966, Hamilton decided it was time to think about retirement, so he resigned his position at DC. He and Leigh divided their time between the restored house in Kinsman and their second home in Lancaster, California, where they spent the winters. They also spent a great deal of time traveling to various destinations around the world. Hamilton still found time to write the occasional short story during the 1960s. Unfortunately, his health became increasingly frail and by the early to mid-70s, he was under fairly constant medical care and not allowed to travel very far from either home.


  Edmond Hamilton passed away in 1977.


  PSEUDONYMS


  Edmond Hamilton also wrote under these pseudonyms:


  Alexander Blade[*]


  Robert Castle


  Hugh Davidson


  Wil Garth[*]


  Brett Sterling[*]


  S.M. Tenneshaw[*]


  Robert Wentworth


  [*] This is one of many “house names” used by the editors of pulp magazines. Use of a “house name” allowed editors to published multiple stories from the same author in the same issue of a magazine; which gave the appearance that they had a variety of stories from a variety of authors.


  FICTION SERIES


  [C] = Collection


  [N] = Novel


  [SER] = Serialized Novel


  [SF] = Short Story/Novelette


  [O] = Omnibus


  Brian Cullen


  The Shining Land (1945) [SF]


  Lost Elysium (1945) [SF]


  Cosmos


  Chapter 17 - Armageddon in Space (1934) [SER]


  Dr. John Dale


  The Vampire Master (1933) [SER]


  The House of the Evil Eye (1936) [SF]


  Eric John Stark


  Stark and the Star Kings (2005) [SF]


  Stark and the Star Kings (2005) [O]


  Ethan Drew


  Comrades of Time (1939) [SF]


  Armies from the Past (1939) [SF]


  Interstellar Patrol


  Crashing Suns (1928) [SER]


  The Star-Stealers (1929) [SF]


  Within the Nebula (1929) [SF]


  Outside the Universe (1929) [SER]


  The Comet-Drivers (1930) [SF]


  The Sun People (1930) [SF]


  The Cosmic Cloud (1930) [SF]


  Corsairs of the Cosmos (1934) [SF]


  Crashing Suns (1965) [C]


  Star Kings


  The Star Kings (1949) [N]


  Return to the Stars (1968) [N]


  Kingdoms of the Stars (1964) [SF]


  The Shores of Infinity (1965) [SF]


  Chronicles of the Star Kings (1968) [O]


  The Broken Stars (1968) [SF]


  The Horror from the Magellanic (1969) [SF]


  Starwolf


  The Weapon from Beyond (1967) [N]


  The Closed Worlds (1968) [N]


  World of the Starwolves (1968) [N]


  Starwolf (1982) [O]


  Stuart Merrick


  The Snake-Men of Kaldar (1933) [SF]


  Captain Future


  1 Captain Future and the Space Emperor (1940) [N]


  2 Calling Captain Future (1940) [N]


  3 Captain Future’s Challenge (1940) [N]


  4 The Triumph of Captain Future (1940) [N]


  5 Captain Future and the Seven Space Stones (1941) [N]


  6 Star Trail to Glory (1941) [N]


  7 The Magician of Mars (1941) [N]


  8 The Lost World of Time (1941) [N]


  9 The Quest Beyond the Stars (1942) [N]


  10 Outlaws of the Moon (1942) [N]


  11 The Comet Kings (1942) [N]


  12 Planets in Peril (1942) [N]


  13 The Face of the Deep (1943) [N]


  15 The Star of Dread (1943) [N]


  16 Magic Moon (1944) [N]


  18 Red Sun of Danger (1945) [N]


  19 Outlaw World (1946) [N]


  21 The Return of Captain Future (1950) [SF]


  22 Children of the Sun (1950) [SF]


  23 The Harpers of Titan (1950) [SF]


  24 Pardon My Iron Nerves (1950) [SF]


  25 Moon of the Unforgotten (1951) [SF]


  26 Earthmen No More (1951) [SF]


  27 The Birthplace of Creation (1951) [SF]


  The Collected Captain Future


  Wizard of Science, Volume One (2009) [O]
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  THE MONSTER GOD OF MAMURTH


  Weird Tales, August 1926


  OUT OF THE desert night he came to us, stumbling into our little circle of firelight and collapsing at once. Mitchell and I sprang to our feet with startled exclamations, for men who travel alone and on foot are a strange sight in the deserts of North Africa.


  For the first few minutes that we worked over him I thought he would die at once, but gradually we brought him back to consciousness. While Mitchell held a cup of water to his cracked lips I looked him over and saw that he was too far gone to live much longer. His clothes were in rags, and his hands and knees literally flayed, from crawling over the sands, I judged. So when he motioned feebly for more water, I gave it to him, knowing that in any case his time was short. Soon he could talk, in a dead, croaking voice.


  “I’m alone,” he told us, in answer to our first question; “no more out there to look for. What are you two—traders? I thought so. No I’m an archeologist. A digger-up of the past.” His voice broke for a moment. “It’s not always good to dig up dead secrets. There are ionic things the past should be allowed to hide.”


  He caught the look that passed between Mitchell and me.


  “No, I’m not mad,” he said. “You will hear, I’ll tell you the whole tiling. But listen to me, you two,” and in his earnestness he raised himself to a sitting position, “keep out of Igidi Desert. Remember that I told you that. I had a warning, too, but I disregarded it. And I went into hell—into hell! But there, I will tell you from the beginning.


  “My name? Well, that doesn’t matter now. I left Mogador more than a year ago, and came through the foot-hills of the Atlas ranges striking out into the desert in hopes of finding some of the Carthaginian mills the North African deserts are known to hold.


  “I spent months in the search, traveling among the squalid Arab villages, now near an oasis and now far into the black, untracked desert. And as I went farther into that savage country, I found more and more of the ruins I sought, crumbled remnants of temples and fortresses, relics, almost destroyed, of the age when Carthage meant empire and ruled all of North Africa from her walled city. And then, on the side of a massive block of stone, I found that which turned me toward Igidi.


  “It was an inscription in the garbled Phenician of the traders of Carthage, short enough so that I remembered it and can repeat it word for word. It read, literally, as follows:


  “Merchants, go not into the city of Mamurth, which lies beyond the mountain pass. For I, San-Drabat of Carthage, entering the city with four companions in the month of Eschmoun, to trade, on the third night of our stay came priests and seized my fellows, I escaping by hiding. My companions they sacrificed to the evil god of the city, who has dwelt there from the beginning of time, and for whom the wise men of Mamurth have built a great temple the like of which is not on earth elsewhere, where the people of Mamurth worship their god. I escaped from the city and set this warning here that others may not turn their steps to Mamurth and to death.”


  “Perhaps you can imagine the effect that inscription had on me. I was the last trace of a city unknown to the memory of men, a last floating spar of a civilization sunken in the sea of time. That then could have been such a city at all seemed to me quite probable. What do we know of Carthage even, but a few names? No city, no civilization was ever so completely blotted off the earth as Carthage when Roman Scipio ground its temples and palaces into the very dust, and plowed up the ground with salt, and the eagles of conquering Rome flew across a desert where a metropolis had been.


  “It was on the outskirts of one of those wretched little Arab villages that I had found the block and its inscription, and I tried to find someone in the village to accompany me, but none would do so I could plainly see the mountain pass, a mere crack between towering blue cliffs. In reality it was miles and miles away, but the deceptive optical qualities of the desert light made it seem very near. My maps placed that mountain range all right, as a lower branch of the Atlas, and the expanse behind the mountains was marked as ‘Igidi Desert’, but that was all I got from them. All that I could reckon on as certain was that it was desert that lay on the other side of the pass, and I must carry enough supplies to meet it.


  “But the Arabs knew more! Though I offered what must have been fabulous riches to those poor devils, not one would come with me when I let them know what place I was heading for. None had ever been there, they would not even ride far into the desert in that direction; but all had very definite ideas of the place beyond the mountains as a nest of devils, a haunt of evil Jinns.


  “Knowing how firmly superstition is implanted in their kind, I tried no longer to persuade them, and started alone, with two scrawny camels carrying my water and supplies. So for three days I forged across the desert under a broiling sun, and on the morning of the fourth I reached the pass.


  “It was only a narrow crevice to begin with, and great boulders were strewn so thickly on its floor that it was a long, hard job getting through. And the cliffs on each side towered to such a height that the space between was a place of shadows and whispers and semidarkness. It was late in the afternoon when I finally came through, and for a moment I stood motionless; for from that side of the pass the desert sloped down into a vast basin, and at the basin’s center, perhaps two miles from where I stood, gleamed the white ruins of Mamurth.


  “I remember that I was very calm as I covered the two miles between myself and the ruins. I had taken the existence of the city as a fact, so much so that if the ruins had not been there I should have been vastly more surprised than at finding them.


  “From the pass I had seen only a tangled mass of white fragments, but as I drew nearer, some of these began to take outline as crumbling blocks, and walls, and columns. The sand had drifted, too, and the ruins were completely buried in some sections, while nearly all were half covered.


  “And then it was that I made a curious discovery. I had stopped to examine the material of the ruins, a smooth, veinless stone, much like an artificial marble or a superfine concrete. And while I looked about me, intent on this, I noticed that on almost every shaft and block, on broken cornice and column, was carved the same symbol-if it was a symbol. It was a rough picture of a queer, outlandish creature, much like an octopus, with a round, almost shapeless body, and several long tentacles or arms branching out from the body, not supple and boneless, like those of an octopus, but seemingly stiff and jointed, like a spider’s legs. In fact, the thing might have been intended to represent a spider, I thought, though some of the details were wrong. I speculated for a moment on the profusion of these creatures carved on the ruins all around me, then gave it up as an enigma that was unsolvable.


  “And the riddle of the city about me seemed unsolvable also. What could I find in this half-buried mass of stone fragments to throw light on the past? I could not even superficially explore the place, for the scantiness of my supplies and water would not permit; a long stay. It was with a discouraged heart that I went back to the; camels and, leading them to an open spot in the ruins, made my camp for the night. And when night had fallen, and I sat beside my little fire, the vast, brooding silence of this place of death was awful. There were no laughing human voices, or cries of animals, or even cries of birds or insects. There was nothing but the darkness and silence that crowded around me, flowed down upon me, beat sullenly against the glowing spears of light my little fire threw out.


  “As I sat there musing, I was startled by a slight sound behind me. I turned to see its cause, and then stiffened. As I have mentioned, the space directly around my camp was clear sand, smoothed level by the winds. Well, as I stared at that flat expanse of sand, a hole several inches across suddenly appeared in its surface, yards from where I stood, but clearly visible in the firelight.


  “There was nothing whatever to be seen there, not even a shadow, but there it was, one moment the level surface of the sand, the next moment a hole appearing in it, accompanied by a soft, crunching sound. As I stood gazing at it in wonder, that sound was repeated and simultaneously another hole appeared in the sand’s surface, five or six feet nearer to me than the other.


  “When I saw that, ice-tipped arrows of fear seemed to shoot through me, and then, yielding to a mad impulse, I snatched a blazing piece of fuel from the fire and buried it, a comet of red flame, at the place where the holes had appeared. There was a slight sound of scurrying and shuffling, and I felt that whatever thing had made those marks had retreated, if a living thing had made them at all. What it had been, I could not imagine, for there had been absolutely nothing in sight, one track and then another appearing magically in the clear sand, if indeed they were really tracks at all.


  “The mystery of the thing haunted me. Even in sleep I found no rest, for evil dreams seemed to flow into my brain from the dead city around me. All the dusty sins of ages past, in the forgotten place, seemed to be focused on me in the dreams I had. The Strange shapes walked through them, unearthly as the spawn of a distant star, half icon and vanishing again.


  “It was little enough sleep I got that night, but when the sun finally came, with its first golden rays, my fears and oppressions dropped from me like a cloak. No wonder the early peoples were sun-worshippers!


  “And with my renewed strength and courage, a new thought struck me. In the inscription I have quoted to you, that long-dead merchant-adventurer had mentioned the great temple of the city and dwelt on its grandeur. Where, then, were its ruins? I wondered. I decided that what time I had would be better spent in investigating the ruins of this temple, which should be prominent, if that ancient Carthaginian had been correct as to its size.


  “I ascended a near-by hillock and looked about me in all directions, and though I could not perceive any vast pile of ruins that might have been the temple’s, I did see for the first time, far away, two great figures of stone that stood out black against the rosy flame of the sunrise. It was a discovery that filled me with excitement, and I broke camp at once, starting in the direction of those two shapes.


  “They were on the very edge of the farther side of the city, and it was noon before I finally stood before them. And now I saw clearly their nature: two great, sitting figures, carved of black stone, all of fifty feet in height, and almost that far apart, facing both toward the city and toward me. They were of human shape and dressed in a queer, scaled armor, but the faces I cannot describe, for they were not human. The features were human, well-proportioned, even, but tile face, the expression, suggested no kinship whatever with humanity as we know it. Were they carved from life? I wondered. If so, it must have been a strange sort of people who had lived in this city and set up these two statues.


  “And now I tore my gaze away from them, and looked around. On each side of those shapes, the remains of what must once have been a mighty wall branched out, a long pile of crumbling ruins. But there had been no wall between the statues, that being evidently the gateway through the barrier. I wondered why the two guardians of tile gate had survived, apparently entirely unharmed, while the wall and the city behind me had fallen into ruins. They were of a different material, I could see; but what was that material?


  “And now I noticed for the first time the long avenue that began on the other side of the statues and stretched away into the desert for a half-mile or more. The sides of this avenue were two rows of smaller stone figures that ran in parallel lines away from the two colossi. So I started down that avenue, passing between the two great shapes that stood at its head. And as I went between them, I noticed for the first time the inscription graven on the inner side of each.


  On the pedestal of each figure, four or five feet from the ground was a raised tablet of the same material, perhaps a yard square, an covered with strange symbols—characters, no doubt, of a lost language, undecipherable, at least to me. One symbol, though, that was especially prominent in the inscription, was not new to me. It was the carven picture of the spider, or octopus, which I have mentioned that I had found everywhere on the ruins of the city. And here it was scattered thickly among the symbols that made up the inscription. The tablet on the other statue was a replica of the first, and I could learn no more from it. So I started down the avenue, turning over in my mind the riddle of that omnipresent symbol, and then forgetting it, as I observed the things about me.


  “That long street was like the avenue of sphinxes at Kamak, down which Pharaoh swung in his litter, borne to his temple on the necks of men. But the statues that made up its sides were not sphinx shaped. They were carved in strange forms, shapes of animals unknown to us, as far removed from anything we can imagine as the beasts of another world. I cannot describe them, any more than you could describe a dragon to a man who had been blind all his life. Yet they were of evil, reptilian shapes; they tore at my nerves as I looked at them.


  “Down between the two rows of them I went, until I came to the end of the avenue. Standing there between the last two figures, I could see nothing before me but the yellow sands of the desert, as far as the eye could reach. I was puzzled. What had been the object of all the pains that had been taken, the wall, the two great statues, and this long avenue, if it but led into the desert?


  “Gradually I began to see that there was something queer about the part of the desert that lay directly before me. It was flat. For an area, seemingly round in shape, that must have covered several acres the surface of the desert seemed absolutely level. It was as though the sands within that great circle had been packed down with tremendous force, leaving not even the littlest ridge of dune on its surface. Beyond this flat area, and all around it, the desert was broken up by small hills and valleys, and traversed by whirling sand-cloud but nothing stirred on the flat surface of the circle.


  “Interested at once, I strode forward to the edge of the circle, only a few yards away. I had just reached that edge when an invisible hand seemed to strike me a great blow on the face and chest, knocking me backward in the sand.


  “It was minutes before I advanced again, but I did advance, for all my curiosity was now aroused. I crawled toward the circle’s edge, holding my pistol before me, pushing slowly forward.


  “When the automatic in my outstretched hand reached the line of the circle, it struck against something hard, and I could push it no farther. It was exactly as if it had struck against the side of a wall, hut no wall or anything else was to be seen. Reaching out my hand, I touched the same hard barrier, and in a moment I was on my feet.


  “For I knew now that it was solid matter I had run into, not force. When I thrust out my hands, the edge of the circle was as far as they would go, for there they met a smooth wall, totally invisible, yet at the same time quite material. And the phenomenon was one which even I could partly understand. Somehow, in the dead past, the scientists of the city behind me, the ‘wise men’ mentioned in the inscription, had discovered the secret of making solid matter invisible, and had applied it to the work that I was now examining. Such a thing was far from impossible. Even our own scientists can make matter partly invisible, with the X-ray. Evidently these people had known the whole process, a secret that had been lost in the succeeding ages, like the secret of hard gold, and malleable glass, and others that we find mentioned in ancient writings. Yet I wondered how they had done this, so that, ages after those who had built the thing were wind-driven dust, it remained as invisible as ever.


  “I stood back and threw pebbles into the air, toward the circle. No matter how high I threw them, when they reached the line of the circle’s edge they rebounded with a clicking sound; so I knew that the wall must tower to a great height above me. I was on fire to get inside the wall, and examine the place from the inside, but how to do it? There must be an entrance, but where? And I suddenly remembered the two guardian statues at the head of the great avenue, with their carven tablets, and wondered what connection they had with this place.


  “Suddenly the strangeness of the whole thing struck me like a blow. The great, unseen wall before me, the circle of sand, flat and unchanging, and myself, standing there and wondering, wondering. A voice from out the dead city behind me seemed to sound in my heart, bidding me to turn and flee, to get away. I remembered the warning of the inscription, ‘Go not to Mamurth.’ And as I thought of the inscription, I had no doubt that this was the great temple described by San-Drabat. Surely he was right: the like of it was not on earth elsewhere.


  “But I would not go, I could not go, until I had examined the wall from the inside. Calmly reasoning the matter, I decided that the logical place for the gateway through the wall would be at the end of the avenue, so that those who came down the street could pass directly through the wall. And my reasoning was good, for it was at that spot that I found the entrance: an opening in the barrier, several yards wide, and running higher than I could reach, how high I had no means of telling.


  “I felt my way through the gate, and stepped at once upon a floor of hard material, not as smooth as the wall’s surface, but equally invisible. Inside the entrance lay a corridor of equal width, leading into the center of the circle, and I felt my way forward.


  “I must have made a strange picture, had there been any there to observe it. For while I knew that all around me were the towering, invisible walls, and I knew not what else, yet all my eyes could see was the great flat circle of sand beneath me, carpeted with the afternoon sunshine. Only, I seemed to be walking a foot above the ground, in thin air. That was the thickness of the floor beneath me, and it was the weight of this great floor, I knew, that held the circle of sand under it for ever flat and unchanging.


  “I walked slowly down the passageway, with hands outstretched before me, and had gone but a short distance when I brought up against another smooth wall that lay directly across the corridor, seemingly making it a blind alley. But I was not discouraged now, for I knew that there must be a door somewhere, and began to feel around me in search of it.


  “I found the door. In groping about the sides of the corridor my hands encountered a smoothly rounded knob set in the wall, and as I laid my hand on this, the door opened. There was a sighing, as of a little wind, and when I again felt my way forward, the wall that had I lain across the passageway was gone, and I was free to go forward. But I dared not go through at once. I went back to the knob on the wall, and found that no amount of pressing or twisting of it would close the door that had opened. Some subtle mechanism within the knob had operated, that needed only a touch of the hand to work it, and the whole end of the corridor had moved out of the way, sliding up in grooves, I think, like a portcullis, though of this I am not sure.


  “But the door was safely opened, and I passed through it. Moving about, like a blind man in a strange place, I found that I was in a vast inner court, the walls of which sloped away in a great curve. When I discovered this, I came back to the spot where the corridor opened into the court, and then walked straight out into the court itself.


  “It was steps that I encountered: the first broad steps of what was evidently a staircase of titanic proportions. And I went up, slowly, carefully, feeling before me every foot of the way. It was only the feel of the staircase under me that gave reality to it, for as far as I could see, I was simply climbing up into empty space. It was weird beyond telling.


  “Up and up I went, until I was all of a hundred feet above the ground, and then the staircase narrowed, the sides drew together. A few more steps, and I came out on a flat floor again, which, after some groping about, I found to be a broad landing, with high, railed edges. I crawled across this landing on hands and knees, and then struck against another wall, and in it, another door. I went through this too, still crawling, and though everything about me was still in. visible, I sensed that I was no longer in the open air, but in a great room.


  “I stopped short, and then, as I crouched on the floor, I felt a sudden prescience of evil, of some malignant, menacing entity that was native here. Nothing I could see, or hear, but strong upon my brain beat the thought of something infinitely ancient, infinitely evil, that was a part of this place. Was it a consciousness, I wonder, of the horror that had filled the place in ages long dead? Whatever caused it, I could go no farther in the face of the terror that possessed me; so I drew back and walked to the edge of the landing, leaning over its high, invisible railing and surveying the scene below.


  “The setting sun hung like a great ball of red-hot iron in the western sky, and in its lurid rays the two great statues cast long shadows on the yellow sands. Not far away, my two camels, hobbled, moved restlessly about. To all appearances I was standing on thin air, a hundred feet or more above the ground, but in my mind’s eye I had a picture of the great courts and corridors below me, through which I had felt my way.


  “As I mused there in the red light, it was clear to me that this was the great temple of the city. What a sight it must have been, in the time of the city’s life! I could imagine the long procession of priests and people, in somber and gorgeous robes, coming out from the city, between the great statues and down the long avenue, dragging with them, perhaps, an unhappy prisoner to sacrifice to their god in this, his temple.


  “The sun was now dipping beneath the horizon, and I turned to go, but before ever I moved, I became rigid and my heart seemed to stand still. For on the farther edge of the clear stretch of sand that lay beneath the temple and the city, a hole suddenly appeared in the sand, springing into being on the desert’s face exactly like the one I had seen at my campfire the night before. I watched, as fascinated as by the eyes of a snake. And before my eyes, another and another appeared, not in a straight line, but in a zigzag fashion. Two such holes would be punched down on one side, then two more on the other side, then one in the middle, making a series of tracks, perhaps two yards in width from side to side, and advancing straight toward the temple and myself. And I could see nothing!


  “It was like—the comparison suddenly struck me—like the tracks a many-legged insect might make in the sand, only magnified to un-heard-of proportions. And with that thought, the truth rushed on me, for I remembered the spider carved on the ruins and on the statues, and I knew now what it had signified to the dwellers in the city. What was it the inscription had said? ‘The evil god of the city, who has dwelt there from the beginning of time. And as I saw those tracks advancing toward me, I knew that the city’s ancient evil god still dwelt here, and that I was in his temple, alone and unarmed.


  “What strange creatures might there not have been in the dawn of time? And this one, this gigantic monster in a spider’s form—had not those who built the city found it here when they came, and, in awe, taken it as the city’s god, and built for it the mighty temple in which I now stood? And they, who had the wisdom and art to make this vast fane invisible, not to be seen by human eyes, had they done the same to their god, and made of him almost a true god, invisible, powerful, undying? Undying! Almost it must have been, to survive the ages as it had done. Yet I knew that even some kinds of parrots live for centuries, and what could I know of this monstrous relic of dead ages? And when the city died and crumbled, and the victims were no longer brought to its lair in the temple, did it not live, as I thought, by ranging the desert? No wonder the Arabs had feared the country in this direction! It would be death for anything that came even within view of such a horror, that could clutch and spring and chase, and yet remain always unseen. And was it death for me?


  “Such were some of the thoughts that pounded through my brain, as I watched death approach, with those steadily advancing tracks in the sand. And now the paralysis of terror that had gripped me was broken, and I ran down the great staircase, and into the court. I could think of no place in that great hall where I might hide. Imagine hiding in a place where all is invisible! But I must go someplace, and finally I dashed past the foot of the great staircase until I reached a wall directly under the landing on which I had stood, and against this I crouched, praying that the deepening shadows of dusk might hide me from the gaze of the creature whose lair this was.


  “I knew instantly when the thing entered the gate through which I too had come.


  Pad, pad, pad.


  That was the soft, cushioned sound of its passage. I heard the feet stop for a moment by the opened door at the end of the corridor. Perhaps it was in surprise that the door was open, I thought, for how could I know how great or little intelligence lay in that unseen creature’s brain? Then, pad, pad—across the court it came, and I heard the soft sound of its passing as it ascended the staircase. Had I not been afraid to breathe, I would have almost screamed with relief.


  “Yet still fear held me, and I remained crouched against the wall while the thing went up the great stairs. Imagine that scene! All around me was absolutely nothing visible, nothing but the great flat circle of sand that lay a foot below me; yet I saw the place with my mind’s eye, and knew of the walls and courts that lay about me, and the thing above me, in fear of which I was crouching there in the gathering darkness.


  “The sound of feet above me had ceased, and I judged that the thing had gone into the great room above, which I had feared to enter. Now, if ever, was the time to make my escape in the darkness; so I rose, with infinite carefulness, and softly walked across the court to the door that led into the corridor. But when I had walked only half of the distance, as I thought, I crashed squarely into another invisible wall across my path, and fell backward, the metal handle of the sheath-knife at my belt striking the flooring with a loud clang. God help me, I had misjudged the position of the door, and had walked straight into the wall, instead! “I lay there, motionless, with cold fear flooding every part of my being. Then, pad, pad—the soft steps of the thing across the landing and then silence for a moment. Could it see me from the landing? I wondered. Could it? For a moment, hope warmed me, as no sound came, but the next instant I knew that death had me by the throat, for pad, pad—down the stairs it came.


  “With that sound my last vestige of self-control fled and I scrambled to my feet and made another mad dash in the direction of the door. Crash!—into another wall I went, and rose to my feet trembling. There was no sound of footsteps now, and as quietly as I could, I walked into the great court still farther, as I thought, for all my ideas of direction were hopelessly confused. God, what a weird, game it was we played there on that darkened circle of sand!


  “No sound whatever came from the thing that hunted me, and my hope flickered up again. And with a dreadful irony, it was at that exact moment that I walked straight into the thing. My outstretched hand touched and grasped what must have been one of its limbs, thick and cold and hairy, which was instantly torn from my grasp I and then seized me again, while another and another clutched me also. The thing had stood quite still, leaving me to walk directly into its grasp—the drama of the spider and the fly!


  “A moment only it held me, for that cold grasp filled me with such deep, shuddering abhorrence that I wrenched myself loose and I fled madly across the court, stumbling again on the first step of the great staircase. I raced up the stairs, and even as I ran I heard the thing in pursuit.


  “Up I went, and across the landing, and grasped the edge of the railing, for I meant to throw myself down from there, to a clean death on the floor below. But under my hands, the top of the railing moved, one of the great blocks that evidently made up its top was loosened and rocked toward me. In a flash I grasped the great block and staggered across the landing with it in my arms, to the head of the staircase. Two men could hardly have lifted it, I think, yet I did more, in a sudden access of mad strength; for as I heard that monster coming swiftly up the great stairs, I raised the block, invisible as ever, above my head, and sent it crashing down the staircase upon the place where I thought the thing was at that moment.


  “For an instant after the crash there was silence, and then a low humming sound began, that waxed into a loud droning. And at the same time, at a spot half-way down the staircase where the block had crashed, a thin, purple liquid seemed to well out of the empty air, giving form to a few of the invisible steps as it flowed over them, and outlining, too, the block I had thrown, and a great hairy limb that lay crushed beneath it, and from which the fluid that was the monster’s blood was oozing. I had not killed the thing, but had chained it down with the block that held it prisoner.


  “There was a thrashing sound on the staircase, and the purple stream ran more freely, and by the outline of its splashes, I saw, dimly, the monstrous god that had been known in Mamurth in ages past. It was like a giant spider, with angled limbs that were yards long, and a hairy, repellent body. Even as I stood there, I wondered that the thing, invisible as it was, was yet visible by the life-blood in it, when that blood was spilled. Yet so it was, nor can I even suggest a reason. But one glimpse I got of its half-visible, purple-splashed outline, and then, hugging the farther side of the stairs, I descended. When I passed the thing, the intolerable odor of a crushed insect almost smothered me, and the monster itself made frantic efforts to loosen itself and spring at me. But it could not, and I got safely down, shuddering and hardly able to walk.


  “Straight across the great court I went, and ran shakily through the corridor, and down the long avenue, and out between the two great statues. The moonlight shone on them, and the tablets of inscriptions stood out clearly on the sides of the statues, with their strange symbols and carved spider forms. But I knew now what their message was!


  “It was well that my camels had wandered into the ruins, for such was the fear that struck through me that I would never have returned for them had they lingered by the invisible wall. All that night I rode to the north, and when morning came I did not stop, hut still pushed north. And as I went through the mountain pass, one camel stumbled and fell, and in falling burst open all my water supplies that were lashed on its back.


  “No water at all was left, but I still held north, killing the other camel by my constant speed, and then staggered on, afoot. On hands and knees I crawled forward, when my legs gave out, always north, away from that temple of evil and its evil god. And tonight, I had been crawling, how many miles I do not know, and I saw your fire. And that is all.”


  He lay back exhausted, and Mitchell and I looked at each other’s faces in the firelight. Then, rising, Mitchell strode to the edge of our camp and looked for a long time at the moonlit desert, which lay toward the south. What his thoughts were, I do not know. I was nursing my own, as I watched the man who lay beside our fire.


  It was early the next morning that he died, muttering about great walls around him. We wrapped his body securely, and bearing it with us held our way across the desert.


  In Algiers we cabled to the friends whose address we found in his money belt, and arranged to ship the body to them, for such had been his only request. Later they wrote that he had been buried in the little churchyard of the New England village that had been his childhood home. I do not think that his sleep there will be troubled by dreams of that place of evil from which he fled. I pray that it will not.


  Often and often have Mitchell and I discussed the thing, over lonely campfires and in the inns of the seaport towns. Did he kill the invisible monster he spoke of, and is it lying now, a withered remnant, under the block on the great staircase? Or did it gnaw its way loose; does it still roam the desert and make its lair in the vast, ancient temple, as unseen as itself?


  Or, different still, was the man simply crazed by the heat and thirst of the desert, and his tale but the product of a maddened mind? I do not think that this is so. I think that he told truth, yet I do not know. Nor shall I ever know, for never, Mitchell and I have decided, shall we be the ones to venture into the place of hell on earth where that ancient god of evil may still be living, amid the invisible courts and towers, beyond the unseen wall.


  THE COMET DOOM


  Amazing Stories, January 1928


  For a moment he struggled frantically, then heard a hoarse cry, and wrenched his head up to see a dark shape speeding across the plateau from the opposite edge. It was Coburn. Twisting in the remorseless grip of the two with whom he battled, he had a flashing glimpse of Coburn racing toward the machine, and then he uttered a cry of agony. From one of the hovering cones above, a shaft of the light-ray had flashed down and it struck Coburn squarely. A moment he was visible, aureoled in a halo of blinding light . . .


  DESTINY.


  We know, now. Destiny, from the first. Out in the depths of space the colossal conspiracy came into being. Across the miles and years, it sped toward its climax. Flashed toward our earth, toward that last supreme moment when a world stood at the edge of doom. Then—fate spoke.


  Circling planet, blazing sun, far flung star, these things but the turning wheels of fate’s machinery. And that other thing, that supernally beautiful, supernally dreadful thing that flamed across the heavens in a glory of living light, that too but a part of the master-mechanism. Destiny, all of it, from the beginning. And that beginning . . .


  The story, as we know it, is Marlin’s story, and the beginning, to him, was always that June evening when he first came to the Ohio village of Garnton, just at sunset. He had trudged up over the ridge of a long hill, when the place burst suddenly upon his vision.


  Before him, sweeping away to the misty horizon, lay the steel-blue expanse of Lake Erie, smoke-plumes far out on its surface marking the passage of steamers. In the west the setting sun glowed redly, its level rays tipping the drifting clouds with flame. And just below him, stretched along the lake shore, lay Garnton, a straggling assemblage of neat, white-painted buildings.


  The sight was a grateful one to Marlin’s eyes, and he contemplated it for a few moments from the ridge, inhaling great breaths of the sweet, cold air, A plump little man of middle age, dressed in stained khaki clothes and crush hat, rucksack on back, his blue eyes surveying the scene below with evident pleasure. A large white building beside the lake caught his eye, and he gazed at it with sudden intentness.


  “Hotel,” he muttered to himself, with conviction. And then, in a tone rich with anticipation—“Supper!”


  The thought spurred him to renewed action, and hitching his knapsack higher on his shoulders, he began to tramp down toward the village. For though Marlin had so far yielded to the gypsy lure of the open road as to spend his vacation in a walking-tour, he was as yet not at all insensible to the civilized comforts that might be obtained at hotels. It was with quickened speed that he trudged on toward the village, over a rutted dirt road. Even so, twilight was darkening by the time he entered the dim, quiet hotel in quest of room and supper.


  Complete darkness had descended on the world, and complete contentment on Marlin, by the time he sauntered out of the big dining-room and looked about in inspection of his surroundings. He wandered into the lobby but found it uninviting. The few magazines there were of the type associated with dentists’ waiting-rooms, and the only newspaper in sight was in the joint possession of three oldsters who were fiercely arguing a question of local politics. When Marlin ventured to interject a remark, they regarded him with cold suspicion, and somewhat abashed he retreated to the wide veranda.


  It was quite dark on the veranda, but he managed to stumble into a chair. Then, a moment later, he discovered that the chair beside him was occupied by the proprietor of the hotel, a very fat man who sat in silence like a contemplative Buddha, hands clasped across his stomach, chewing tobacco and gazing out into the darkness. His attitude was of such calm dignity that Marlin hesitated to disturb him with foolish speech, but, unexpectedly, the Buddha spoke.


  “Tourist?” he asked, without turning, speaking in a deep, rumbling voice, like that of a questioning judge.


  “Hiking,” Marlin answered; “I’ve walked halfway around the lake, from my home-town over in Ontario. I guess I’ll rest here for a day or two, and then get a boat back.”


  The fat man spat over the veranda-rail, accurately, and then uttered a grunt of acquiescence. He offered no further remark, and the two sat on in silence.


  Looking out over the lake, Marlin absorbed with quickening interest all the beauty of the scene. There was no moon, but stars powdered the heavens like diamond-dust on black velvet, shedding a thin white light on the dark, tossing surface of the lake. Gazing into that vista of cool, limitless night, the whole world seemed shrouded in quiet peace.


  Abruptly, at the eastern horizon, a ghostly green radiance began to pour up from behind the distant waters. It pulsated, gathered, grew stronger and stronger. Then, seeming to clear the horizon with a single bound, there leaped up into the sky a disk of brilliant green light, as large as the absent moon. Like a huge, glowing emerald of fire it was, and from it there streamed a great green trail of light, stretching gigantically across the heavens.


  The fat man, too, was regarding it.


  “It gets bigger each night,” he commented.


  Marlin agreed. “It certainly does. You can see the difference from one night to the next. It says in the papers that it’s coming millions of miles closer each night.”


  “They say it ain’t going to hit us, though,” remarked the other.


  “No danger of that,” Marlin assured him; “on the 14th—that’s three nights from now—it will pass closest to earth, they say.


  But even then it’ll be millions of miles away, and after that it’ll be going further away all the time.” The fat man became oracular. “A comet’s a queer thing,” he stated, his eyes on that green splendor of light.


  Marlin nodded assent. “This one’s queer enough, I guess. What with its green color, and all. They say no one knows where it came from or where it’s going. Just comes out of space, rushes down toward the sun and around it, and then rushes back into space, like it’s doing now. Like a big tramp, wandering around among the stars.”


  The hotel-proprietor regarded him with new respect. “You must know a good bit about them,” he said.


  Flattered, Marlin yet deprecated the compliment. “Oh, I just read the papers a good bit. And there’s been a lot in them about the comet since they first discovered its presence in the sky,” he answered.


  “But what’s it made of?” asked the other. “Is it solid, like the earth?”


  The smaller man shook his head. “I don’t know. Some say it’s solid at the nucleus—that’s the bright spot in its head—and some say that the whole comet’s nothing but light and gas. Nobody knows for sure, I guess.”


  Together they stared up at the shining thing. The fat one shook his head in slow doubt.


  “I don’t like the looks of it,” he asserted. “It’s too big—and bright.”


  “No harm in it,” Marlin assured him; “it won’t come near enough to hurt us any. They’ve got it all calculated, you know, all worked out. These professors—”


  Unconvinced, the other continued to stare up at the brilliant comet. And Marlin too regarded it, chin in hand, fantastic thoughts passing through his brain.


  Many another chance watcher was gazing up toward the comet that night. The thief prowling in the shadows looked over his shoulder at it, muttering curses against its green, revealing light. The hospital-patient, lying unsleeping in his dim-lit chamber, watched it through his window with sick eyes. The policeman, sauntering through darkened streets, spared it a casual glance.


  And in the darkened observatories, others, hurrying, excited men, worked unceasingly with lens and spectroscope and photographic plate. With a myriad delicate instruments they sought for data on the nearing comet, for this great green wanderer from outer space, known to be the largest and speediest comet ever to enter the solar system, was swinging out again from the sun on its outward journey into space. There remained but a few nights more before it would have attained its nearest position to earth, and after that it would flash out into the void, perhaps to reappear thousands of years hence, perhaps never to return. From its first appearance as a far, tiny speck of light, their telescopes had watched it, and would watch it until it had receded again into the infinity of inter-stellar space. Data!—that was their cry. Later all could be examined, marshalled, correlated; but now, if ever, data must be obtained and recorded.


  Yet they had found time, from the first, to send out reassuring messages to the world. The comet would not come within millions of miles of earth, for all its size and brilliance, and it was impossible for it to collide with or bring any harm to the earth. Though no man could know what lay hidden at the nucleus, the comet’s heart, it was known that the great, awesome coma and tail were nothing but light and electrical force and tenuous gases, with hardly more mass than the aurora borealis, and as harmless. There was nothing to be feared from its passing.


  With that calm reassurement, few indeed felt any anxiety concerning the thing. And with that reassurement in mind, Marlin could repeat to the doubting man beside him—“It won’t affect us any. The thing’s been all worked out.”


  But to that his host made no answer, and for a time they sat in thoughtful silence.


  Abruptly there drifted across their vision, some distance out on the lake, but seeming quite near, a great, high-built boat, its four decks ablaze with yellow light. Very clearly, over the water, they could hear the sound of its paddles, and could hear, too, a faint, far sound of singing, and a ghostly thrumming of ukuleles and guitars.


  The fat man nodded toward it. “Excursion-boat from Cleveland,” he pronounced.


  As it came nearer, the sounds from it came more distinctly to their ears, borne on a little breeze. Clear young voices, singing a popular melody of the day. Tuneful young voices and throbbing music, drifting across the summer night. Fascinated, Marlin watched it. And over in the eastern sky, the flaming orb seemed to be watching also, like a great malignant eye, green, baleful, immense . . .


  It was on the next morning that there appeared in the newspapers the first dispatch from the Buell Observatory. It has sometimes been stated that that first dispatch “aroused widespread interest,” but such an assertion is quite untrue, as even a casual inspection of the newspapers for that date will disclose. Only a few of them printed the item at all, and those who did so, assigned it inconspicuous positions.


  The message itself was signed by Lorrow, the head of the Buell institution, and stated simply that a slight increase in the earth’s orbital speed had been detected during the last twenty-four hours. It added that while this apparent increase might be due to erratic instruments, it was being given further attention. A few hours later a second message announced that the increase had been definitely confirmed, and that it was somewhat greater than had been at first believed.


  To astronomers, the news was startling enough, for to them this sudden acceleration of the earth’s speed seemed quite inexplicable. Their calculations assured them that it could not be due to the influence of any known heavenly body, but what, then, was its cause? They attacked the problem with exasperated interest.


  Outside of astronomical circles, though, it is doubtful if there were a thousand people who gave any serious attention to those first two statements. In science, as in all else, the public’s attention is centered always upon the spectacular, and it took but little interest in this matter of fractional differences in speed. The only reference to it in the newspapers that evening was a short message from the Washington Observatory, which confirmed Lorrow’s discovery and stated the exact amount of speed-increase, with a staggering array of fractions, decimals and symbols. It also stated that this acceleration was only momentary, and would disappear within the next twenty-four hours.


  So the few puzzled over the matter and the many shrugged their shoulders at mention of it, while the sun sank down into the west and “darkness stole across the world. And then the night was split by the rising comet, driving up above the horizon and soaring toward the zenith. It flashed across the heavens in green glory and then it too rocketed down toward the west, while in the east there crept up the gray light of dawn. It was then that there came to the world Lorrow’s third message.


  It sped along a thousand humming wires, roared from the presses in a thousand cities, was carried shouting through ten thousand sleeping streets. Men woke, and read, and wondered, and stared at each other in strange, dawning fear. For instead of returning to its normal speed, they learned the earth was moving faster and faster through the heavens, and already, as a consequence of this increased speed, was beginning to veer outward a little from its accustomed orbit.


  “If this inexplicable acceleration continues,” Lorrow wrote, “and the earth veers still further outward, it will be brought uncomfortably close to the head of the passing comet.”


  A sudden doubt, a moment of chilling fear, oppressed the world as those first words of warning were flashed around it. Had Lorrow’s message been allowed to stand uncontradicted, it might well have precipitated a panic then and there. But it was not allowed to do so, for before many minutes had passed, there came from a score of observatories indignant denials of Lorrow’s statements.


  They admitted that the unexplained acceleration of the earth’s speed was apparently continuing, but they denied that the planet had swerved from its orbit, and poured scorn upon the idea that it might collide with the nearing comet. Such a thing was impossible, they asserted, and quoted innumerable authorities to prove that the earth would not come within millions of miles of the comet. Lorrow they denounced as a cheap alarmist who sought to gain publicity for himself at the expense of the world’s fear. There was no danger. They repeated it, they insisted upon it. There was no danger.


  Such statements were effective, and by means of them the first fears of the public were soon calmed. Here and there one might read with knitted brow and look up in sudden apprehension, and here and there in observatories men might glance at each other with startled eyes, but in the main, the currents of life pulsed through their accustomed channels, and through that long June day men walked their ways as always.


  It is with a stilled, incredulous wonder that we now look back upon that day. Knowing what was to happen, what was happening even then, we see that day as the last of an era, the final hour of the world’s doom. But at the time, it must have seemed like any other day in early June.


  Children released from long months of school would be running and shouting, no doubt. There would be men gazing out of office-windows, their thoughts on green links and winding roads. And women chatting in the markets. And sleepy cats, on porches, sprawling in the sunshine . . .


  The newspapers that evening announced that the comet would be larger when it rose that night, and explained that this increase in size was due to the fact that the great green wanderer was still steadily nearing earth, on its way out of the solar system. On the next night it would reach its closest position to earth, they stated, and thereafter would soon grow smaller until it vanished from sight entirely. It was believed that when the comet departed from the solar system, the mysterious acceleration of the earth’s speed would disappear also. In any case, they repeated, there was no danger . . .


  Night came, and almost at once the eastern heavens flamed ghastly green. Across the sky streamed brilliant trails of emerald light, obscuring the familiar stars, tarnishing their glory. The radiance in the east condensed, dazzled, and then there flamed up above the horizon—the comet.


  It rose that night like a great green sun, immeasurably increased in size and splendor, flooding the earth with its throbbing radiance. The tremendous coma, the brilliant nucleus, the vast tail—they flared in the heavens like a new green Milky Way. And across the millions who watched, there sped whispers of awe.


  For millions there were who watched the comet rise that night. From the roofs and windows and streets and parks of great cities, they watched it. Savages in deep jungles prostrated themselves before it, uttering weird cries of fear. Sailors far out at sea looked up toward it and spoke of ancient superstitions and old beliefs. Men in prison gazed up at it through barred windows, with dim wonder. Fearful men pointed toward it and spoke of the wrath of God.


  Yet even then, for all the millions who watched in awe, there were tens of millions who merely glanced at it as one might at an interesting spectacle, who discussed it weightily, or gibed at the fears of the timid, or who paid it no attention at all, going about their good or evil business unheeding. And as the hours marched on, fearful and indifferent alike sought sleep, while over forests and fields and seas and steepled cities, the giant meteor soared across the heavens. Almost it seemed to grow greater with the passing of each hour, and the whole west flared with livid light as it sank down toward the horizon there.


  From a window perched high above the canyoned streets of New York city, a single man watched the setting of the comet. Through the night the news of Amsterdam and Hong-Kong and Valparaiso had passed through his ears and brain and fingers, from clicking telegraph to clicking typewriter, to be scattered broadcast by the presses in the building beneath him. Now, as he leaned beside the open window, the cigarette in his hand drooped listlessly, and beneath the green eye-shade his eyes were very tired.


  A sudden metallic chattering at the other side of the room aroused him, and instantly he turned and hastened toward the operating table. With a swift, automatic movement he slid fresh paper into his typewriter and began tapping out a copy of the message. As the instrument beside him clicked on, however, his body tensed in the chair, and he struck the typewriter-keys with a sudden clumsiness. When the sounder’s chattering had ceased he sat motionless, staring at the words he had written, then rose, trembling, and walked with dragging steps toward the window.


  Around and beneath him lay the sleeping city, silent beneath the first gray light of dawn. Westward, the Jersey heights loomed darkly against the sky, and low above them spun the gigantic comet, its splendor dulling a little in the pallid light of dawn. It was the comet that the man at the window was watching, his face white, his lips working.


  “It is doom!” he whispered.


  From far below came a sudden whistling of tugboats, clamorous, strident. It ceased, and a faint echo of his words murmured mockingly in his ears.


  “Doom!”


  He turned suddenly and reached for a telephone, pressing a button at its base. When he spoke into the instrument, his voice was dry and level.


  “Collins?” he asked. “This is Brent, first night-operator. Take a bulletin that just came through. Ready?”


  “Washington, D. C., June 14th. Special Bulletin. (All papers copy). Astronomers at the Washington Observatory have just discovered that as a result of its mysterious acceleration in speed, the earth has left its proper orbit and is moving headlong through space toward the head of the oncoming comet. The latest spectroscopic observations reveal the presence of vast quantities of poisonous gases in the coma and tail of the comet, so if the earth continues in its present course and passes into the comet’s head, the result will be the swift asphyxiation of all life on this planet. It is estimated that before midnight tonight the earth will have definitely passed inside the gravitational grip of the comet, and after that it will be only a matter of hours until the end.”


  That night, when the giant comet again rose in the east, it blazed in the sky like a great sea of green fire, its whirling coma filling half the heavens, its brilliant nucleus shining with an intolerable radiance. And its light fell down across a world gone mad with fear.


  The shouts of men, the sobbing of women, the crying of children; the ringing of bells and screaming of whistles that heralded the terror across the earth; the chanting voices of crowds that kneeled in tearful prayer, the hoarse voices that called for them to repent; the roar of automobiles that fled north and south and east and west, in a blind effort to find escape where there was no escape; all of these sounds and ten thousand others combined to form one vast cry of utter terror that leaped from the world as from a single voice.


  But as the inexorable hours marched on, and the sea of fire above grew greater and greater, nearer and nearer, a strange stillness seized the world. The mad shouting and the mumbled prayers died away, the fear-crazed figures in the streets sank down and sprawled in an apathy of hopeless terror. It was the end. For earth, and for man, and for all the works of man, the end. Thus sunken in a lassitude of dull despair, silent as a planet peopled by the dead, the world drove on toward its doom.


  At the very moment when the Washington Observatory’s fateful message was being flashed around the earth, Marlin was leaving Garnton, heading north across the lake toward the Ontario shore. And while the world writhed beneath the panic caused by that message, he remained entirely ignorant of it. During the two days which he had spent at Garnton, he had read Lorrow’s first dispatches regarding the earth’s sudden speeding-up, but in common with most of the world, had paid them but little attention. When he left the village that morning, nothing was further from his mind.


  It was in a small fishing-cruiser that he left a dilapidated, noisy-motored little boat whose aroma strongly proclaimed its calling. By chance Marlin had discovered that the boat’s owner, a tall, silent and weather-beaten fisherman, intended to cross the lake at dawn that morning, and had prevailed upon him to take a passenger. So when the little craft headed out from shore at sunrise, Marlin sat at its bow, gazing into the gray banks of fog that spread over the surface of the lake.


  Steadily the cruiser chugged onward, through lifting veils of mist. By the time the fog cleared, the land behind had dwindled to a thin, purple line. Then that too had vanished, so that they seemed to move upon a boundless waste of waters.


  The sun, lifting higher in the east, flooded the world with its golden light, and as they forged onward, Marlin whistled cheerfully. The world seemed to him just then an extravagantly bright and friendly place.


  For two hours the little boat crept north across the sunlit waters, and must have traversed at least half of the lake’s width, Marlin estimated, when an island swung up above the horizon ahead, a black spot that grew swiftly into a low, dark mass as they moved on toward it. Marlin eyed it with lively curiosity, and then turned toward his tactiturn companion at the helm.


  “What island’s that?” he asked, jerking a thumb toward it.


  The steersman peered ahead for a moment with keen eyes, and then turned back to Marlin.


  “That’ll be Logan Island,” he told him. “Don’t pass it very often.”


  “Wild-lookin’ place,” commented his passenger. “Anybody live there?”


  The other pursed his lips and shook his head. “Not that I ever heard of. There’s lots of little islands like that scattered around this end of the lake, with nobody on ’em.”


  They were swinging closer to the island by then, passing it at a distance of a quarter-mile. It was a long, low mass of land, a rough oblong in shape, and some three miles in length; its greater dimension. Thick forests appeared to cover it completely, extending to the water’s edge, but broken here and there along the shore-line by expanses of sandy beach. Marlin could detect no sign or sound of human presence.


  It was while he stared at the place, there in the brilliant morning sunlight, that there rushed upon them—the inexplicable.


  A high, thin buzzing sound struck his ears, and at the same moment a flexible, swaying rod of gray-gleaming metal thrust itself up above the trees at the island’s center, rearing swiftly into the air like an uncoiling snake. At its top was a round gray ball which appeared to be slowly revolving.


  Marlin’s jaw dropped in sheer surprise, and he heard a startled exclamation from his companion. The rod has ceased its upward climb, and abruptly, from the ball at its top, there flashed forth a narrow, dazzling ray of white light, brilliant even in the morning sunshine. It cut slantwise down across the waters and struck the little cruiser’s stern. The next few seconds remained in Marlin’s memory always as a confused moment of blind, instinctive action. As the ray struck the boat, he saw the figure of his companion outlined for a second in living light, and then the whole rear end of the cruiser had vanished, steersman, deck and cabin being whiffed out of existence in a single instant. Immediately the deck beneath Marlin’s feet tilted sharply, and he felt himself catapulted into the lake. The cold waters swirled around him, over him, as he sank beneath the surface. He struggled frantically for a moment, and then was shooting up again, his head popping up into the open air.


  A few pieces of floating wreckage were all that remained of the cruiser. Hiding his head as much as possible behind one of these, he peered toward the island. The ray had ceased, and he glimpsed the high, swaying rod sinking down again behind the tree-tops. In a moment the buzzing sound ceased also.


  Marlin swallowed hard, and his pounding heart quieted a little. He listened tensely but could hear no further sound from the island. There was only the washing of the waters around him, and the continual whisper of the wind. Then, slowly and fearfully, he began to paddle toward the island, still clinging to his piece of wreckage, and hiding as much as possible behind it.


  For a time that seemed hours to his dazed brain, he crept across the waters toward the island, heading for its northern end. The sun blazed down upon him with ever-increasing heat as he struggled on, and the mass of land ahead seemed remote and miragelike. Twice he heard sounds from the island’s center, sharp, rattling sounds, and each time he cowered down in sudden fear and then crept on again. When at last he pulled himself from the water, he stumbled across a narrow beach and into the forest, flinging himself into a thicket of underbrush and lying there in a stupor of exhaustion.


  For minutes he lay thus, breathing in great sobs, and then was abruptly roused by the realization that something was tugging at his shoulder. He sat quickly up, and instantly felt himself gripped from behind, while a strong hand clamped across his mouth and smothered the instinctive exclamation which he had been on the point of uttering. A voice sounded in his ear, low and tense.


  “Quiet!” it rasped.


  For a space of seconds he lay motionless, held by his unseen companion. He heard the distant rattling sounds again, murmuring faintly through the forest from the south, suddenly ceasing. Then the grip around him relaxed, and he turned to face the one who had held him.


  Crouched beside him was a hatless and coatless young man of twenty-five or twenty-six, his clothing stained and torn, his hair dishevelled. He gazed into Marlin’s face with quick, bright eyes, and when he spoke it was in a whisper.


  “You were one of the men in the boat,” he said, gesturing toward the lake. “I saw—from the shore.”


  “What was it?” whispered Marlin. “My God, man, what’s on this island? That ray—”


  The other raised a hand in quick warning, and for a moment they were tensely silent. Again came that far rattling and clanging, hardly to be heard, dying away in a few seconds. Marlin’s companion was speaking again.


  “Have you any weapon?” he asked. “A pistol—” but Marlin shook his head. Abruptly the other agonized.


  “No weapons!” he whispered hoarsely; “only our bare hands. And they—”


  Marlin caught his arm. “For God’s sake, what’s going on here?” he asked. “Who are they?”


  The other gripped himself, and then spoke in level tones. “I will explain,” he said dully, passing his hands wearily over his eyes. “I need your help—God knows I need more help than yours!—but first—”


  He gazed somberly into the forest for minutes before speaking again.


  “Coburn’s my name, Walter Coburn. I’m an entomologist—a bug-chaser—working out of the Ferson Museum, in New York. You’ve heard of it? Well, I’ve been there three years, ever since I got my degree. Not much salary to it, but the work is interesting enough. It was with that work partly in mind that I came to this island.


  “You know, or you may not know, that some of these little islands have an extraordinary profusion of insect-life. I was on the track of an hitherto unclassified wood-tick, and had an idea that it might be found on some such island as this. So when Hanley suggested that we spend our vacation camping here, I jumped at the chance.


  “Hanley was the closest friend I had. We were about the same age, and had got acquainted at the university, where we took many of the same courses. We shared a small apartment in New York, where he had been grubbing along teaching biology in a preparatory-school, and as we couldn’t spend much on our vacation, he had conceived the idea of camping on one of these islands for a couple of months. He knew about them from having cruised over the lake with a friend, some years before, and as lots of the islets were uninhabited, they would make ideal camping-places. It would be a little lonely, but far better than a hot little apartment in New York, so he put it up to me and we decided to try it.


  “It was this particular island—Logan Island, X they call it—which he had in mind. We came to Cleveland, bought some second-hand camping equipment and some supplies, and loaded the whole outfit into a leaky old tub of a motor-boat which we had rented for the next few months. Then we headed out to the island.


  “We got here all right, and spent a day exploring the place. Back from the shore, at the island’s center, we found a little green plateau, slightly raised above the rest of the island, which was quite bare and treeless and on the edge of which stood an old log-cabin. The cabin was in pretty good shape, except for a leaky roof, so we decided to stay in it, and spread our tent over the roof as an additional protection. It took us only a day to clean the place up and install our simple outfit, and then we were all fixed. That was just three weeks ago.


  “In the days that followed, we thoroughly enjoyed ourselves, fishing, swimming or just loafing. Now and then I beat around the island in search of the elusive wood-tick, and every few days we went over to the mainland, so it wasn’t as lonely as we’d expected. After three years of New York, the quietness of the place was soothing. And then, twelve days after our first coming to the island, the lightning struck.


  “The thing was like a bolt from a clear sky. On that particular night Hanley and I were sitting up late, smoking and discussing the new green comet, which was getting nearer and was beginning to fill the newspapers with astronomical articles. Sprawled out in front of the cabin, and looking up into the star-scattered heavens, we were talking of the comet when Hanley suddenly stopped short in the middle of a sentence and jumped to his feet. He turned to me with a queer expression on his face. ‘Do you hear it?’ he asked.


  “I listened, but could hear no unusual sounds, and then, in a moment, I got it too. It was a deep, powerful droning sound, something like the whirring of a great machine, and it seemed to come from directly over our heads. Every moment it was getting louder, nearer.


  “I turned to Hanley. ‘A plane?’ I suggested, but he shook his head, listening with frowning interest.


  I knew that he was right, for the sound was unlike that of any airplane-motor, but what it was I could not guess. Then I saw, almost directly above us, a little circle of blackness, a round black circle that hid the stars behind it, and that was growing.


  “It was growing very swiftly, expanding out and obscuring star after star, and the droning sound was becoming terrific. Had it not been for that sound, I would have thought the thing a balloon or parachute coming down toward us, but it was clearly not that. Whatever it was, it was descending toward us with very great speed, and as it continued to do so, a vague, instinctive fear shot through me. I stepped back, hastily, toward the cabin. Then I heard an exclamation from Hanley, and turned around again, just in time to see the thing itself descending upon the plateau.


  “It was a cone, a gigantic cone of smooth metal, which shot swiftly down and came to rest on its great base without a jar, its apex still pointing skyward. It must have been fifty feet in height, from base to apex, and its sides were smooth and unbroken by any opening. The great droning sound had suddenly ceased.


  “Hanley took a quick step toward the thing, his face alight with interest. I shouted to him to come back, and ran toward him. Then the whole scene was cut short in a fraction of a second. There was a click from the side of the great cone, and a flash of intense white light leapt toward us. It struck me with stunning force, like a blow from a great club, and all went black before me.


  “When I came back to consciousness, my head was still aching from that blow, and bright morning sunlight was falling on my face. My first glance around showed me that I was lying on the floor of the cabin, and Hanley lay beside me, still unconscious. And in a moment I discovered that we were both shackled to the cabin-wall, by means of short metal chains and metal anklets that were fitted around our right legs.


  “From the plateau outside, there came to my ears sounds of prolonged activity, hammering and tapping and clanging, with now and then a loud hissing as of some escaping force. For the moment, though.


  I paid no attention to them, bending my energies, toward reviving my friend. After a few crude restorative measures on my part, he opened his eyes, and with my help, sat up. His eyes widened as they took in the chains that bound us to the wall, and as the enigmatic sounds from outside came to his ears. He turned back to me and for a moment we crouched there and stared at each other, a little wildly, I think. Then, before we could speak, the cabin-door swung suddenly open, admitting a single figure.


  “We turned our eyes toward that figure, and then gasped. For the thing that stood framed in the open doorway was so grotesque, so incredible, that for a moment I felt myself in the depths of some hideous nightmare. I heard Hanley whisper, ‘God!’


  “Imagine a man whose body, or trunk, is of smooth black metal instead of flesh, just a round, thick cylinder of glossy metal, whose two legs have been replaced by four spider-like metal limbs, and whose two arms have been supplanted by four twisting metal tentacles, like those of an octopus. This creature was like that, not much exceeding the average man’s height, and instead of a head there was set on top of its cylindrical body, a small square box, or cube, which it could turn at will in any direction. Inset on each of this cube’s four sides was a single circle of soft glowing white light.


  “My first thought was that the thing was an intricate machine of some sort, but its quick, intelligent movements soon disproved that theory. A swift tentacle whipped up from it as it stood there, and closed the door behind it. It poised for a moment, seeming to contemplate us, and then came closer, gliding smoothly toward us on its spider-like limbs. It halted a few feet away; seemed to be examining us.


  “I shrank back in utter fear, yet I could not take my eyes from the thing. It was, I saw then, entirely metallic. A vague notion that this was some living creature armored in metal was driven from my mind when I saw that there was no trace of flesh, or even clothing, about it. I noted, too, that one tentacle held a dagger-like object which I guessed to be a weapon of some sort.


  “For only a moment the thing stood there, but in that moment I sensed that the strange glowing circles in the head were eyes of some sort, and that they were regarding us intently. Then, silent as ever, the thing glided back and out of the cabin, closing the door behind it. And again we faced each other in the silent little room.


  “It was Hanley who broke the silence first. ‘They’ve got us,’ he said dully. ‘That thing—’


  “ ‘But what was it?’ I asked him desperately. ‘Metal—and yet moving—like that.’


  “ ‘God knows,’ he answered. ‘It was alive, and intelligent, I think. A high order of intelligence, too. That cone—the ray that stunned us—’ He seemed to be talking more to himself than to me. Suddenly he jumped to his feet and stepped over to the window, dragging the short chain with him. He gazed out of the dirty, cracked glass in the opening, and watching, I saw something of astonishment and fear fall upon his face.


  “In a moment I was by his side, peering out also. Before me lay the sunlit, green plateau, a scene of incredible activity. The first thing which I glimpsed was a row of four metal cones, similar to the one we had already seen, which rested on their bases at the further edge of the clearing. Wide sections in their sides had swung aside, however, and in and out of the cones and across the plateau were swarming dozens of grotesque, metallic figures like the one which had already visited us in the cabin. All seemed the same, in appearance, and except for a few who appeared to direct and watch the efforts of the others, all were busy at some task or another.


  “Some were removing masses of tools and small machines from the cones, while others were busy assembling and testing other mechanisms, in the open clearing. We glimpsed machines and tools, the purposes of which we could not guess. What struck me most was that all of these hundred or more figures in the clearing worked in utter silence. There was no speech of any sort between them, and except for an occasional clanging of tools, or a buzzing and hissing of machines, their work was quite noiseless. Yet each went about his particular task without the slightest confusion.


  “For perhaps a half-hour we watched the things, whose activities never ceased, and only left the window when we saw three of their number approaching the cabin. We stepped away from the wall at once; and in a moment the door swung open and the three entered.


  “They were of the same appearance as the one who had first visited us; indeed, he may have been of these three, for there was no distinguishing one from another. They came toward us, and I saw that one was holding a small, square tablet of smooth white material like stone, and a long metal pencil in a tentacle. The other two carried the dagger-like weapons which we had already seen.


  “The one with the tablet came closer to us and held the tablet up to our view, then began to sketch swiftly upon it with the pencil. ‘Evidently trying to communicate with us,’ muttered Hanley, and I nodded. In a moment the sketching ceased, and the creature held up the tablet for us to see. On it he had drawn a number of circles, one very large circle being at the center, while around it and at various distances from it were placed other circles of differing size, but all much smaller than the central one. With the pencil, the sketcher pointed to the central circle and then up through the open door. We stared at him blankly, and he repeated the gesture. Suddenly Hanley understood.


  “ ‘The sun!’ he exclaimed. ‘He means the sun, Coburn. He’s drawn a diagram of the solar system.’


  “To show our comprehension, Hanley pointed also to the central circle on the tablet, and then up toward the sun. Satisfied that we understood, the creature then pointed to one of the smaller circles, the third in distance from the central one, and then pointed to us. This time his meaning was clear enough. He was indicating earth on the diagram, and pointing to us as if to say that we were earth-men, and that this was earth. Again Hanley repeated his gesture, to show our understanding, and then the thing began to draw again on the tablet. In a moment he held it up for us to see.


  “He had drawn a curious little design on the white surface, some distance away from the central sun-circle. It was a large circle, from which there streamed backward a number of long, straight lines. He held it for us to see, then pointed first to the new design and then to himself and his two companions. For a moment we did not understand, and then an exclamation broke from Hanley.


  “ ‘The comet!’ he cried. ‘He’s drawn the comet—he means that they are from the comet!’


  “Something of awe fell upon us as we looked at the creature. He pointed again to the comet-sign on the tablet, then toward the four cones on the plateau, and then to himself again. With that, the three turned from us and glided out of the cabin, again fastening the door behind them. The meaning of that last gesture had been clear enough to us. The things had come from the comet to earth, in those four great cones. But why?


  “For hours we discussed the thing, while from outside came the clanking and hissing of the invaders’ enigmatic machines. Why had they come to earth? It was plain that this was no invading party for however advanced their science, a hundred of them could not conquer and hold a world. Yet why, then, had they come? We knew that the comet was at that time racing around the sun, and that it would come close to the earth on its way out of the solar system. Could it be that they were establishing a base on the island, so that when the comet came closer, the others on it could pour down on earth? It was possible. But why had they spared us, and kept us prisoned, instead of killing us? And above all, what were these comet-people? Living, intelligent, yet with bodies and limbs of metal?


  “For all the rest of that day we lay in the cabin, discussing those questions in awed whispers, returning now and then to the window for further glimpses of the activities outside. We saw that escape was impossible, for the shackles and chains that bound us were strong and tightly fastened to the wall-logs, while every weapon and tool of any sort had been removed from the cabin before we regained consciousness. Even if we had been unfettered, there would have been no chance for escape, for all around the cabin there swarmed the metal figures, their activity never ceasing.


  “The day waned, and when night came, the invaders set into action great flood-lights from the cones, which lit up the whole plateau like day. And beneath this light they went on working. I could not see a single one who stopped to rest. Always they labored, and beneath their swift tentacle-arms there grew up a great, half-formed machine of some sort, the foundation of which was already finished. Dully, I wondered what its purpose might be.


  “A day passed—another—while we remained prisoned in the cabin. We had been left our own food, and water was brought to us, but we were not permitted to leave the cabin. Gradually we lost interest in the activities of the creatures outside, who went on with their building and testing and assembling almost unobserved by us. Then, on the afternoon of the second day, there came to us again one with a tablet and pencil, who gave us to understand, by various signs, that he wished to learn our written language. We agreed to teach him, and within an incredibly short time, he had mastered the reading and writing of English. We would point to an object and write down its name, and so on until his vocabulary was complete. His memory must have been almost perfect, for he could look at a word once and use it thereafter without hesitation. Within two days he could converse with us at ease, through the writing tablet. And it was then that we learned, from him, the purpose of their invasion.


  “As we had guessed, they came from the great comet which was sweeping through the solar system. At the nucleus of that comet, we learned, there was a solid core formed eons ago by long accumulations of meteoric material. There was air and water upon that core, though little of either, and it was lighted by the intrinsic light of the surrounding coma, and heated more or less by electrical radiation also from the coma. The vast clouds of deadly gases in the comet’s tail and head did not touch the solid core, and on that core life had sprung up. That was but natural, given a setting fit for the propagation of life. The theory of Arrhenius, according to which life-spores constantly traverse the universe and evolve into living creatures on whatever planet they strike, applies equally well to the comet’s solid core. The life-spores had fallen there, also, and had grown through ages of evolutionary change into a race of intelligent, active creatures. They were not men, not human in form, but their science was more than human.


  “They devoted this superhuman scientific knowledge of theirs to the task of making life easier on their own comet-world. Every living thing must have food in order to live, and it was hard to produce food of any kind on the barren core of the comet. And this set their scientists to thinking. For a long time these comet-people had depended more and more on machines to do their work, and less and less on their own bodily strength. It is the same with the races of man today, who are beginning to forsake manual labor for machine labor. On the comet that process was very far advanced. Machines performed every needed action for its people and they rarely made use of their own strength. It is not hard to understand what finally happened.


  “They began to say to themselves in effect—‘It is our brain, our intelligence, that is the vital part of us, we would be rid of this handicap of the body forever.’


  “With this idea in mind, their scientists worked together and finally produced a body of metal, a body-machine which was driven by atomic force, like all of their machines, and which needed only the slight, occasional care which is given to any machine. Inside that body had been arranged an electrical nerve-system, the controls of which led up into the square metal head. In that head, also, had been placed a small super-radio by which silent, constant communication could be had from metal body to metal body. Nerves, sense-organs, muscles, they were all there, and all were artificial, inorganic. The metal body lacked only a brain.


  “It was then that one of their scientists performed his greatest achievement, and brought success to their plan. From the living body of one of their number he removed the living brain, as their consummate art in super-surgery enabled him to do. This living brain was then placed within a specially-prepared brain chamber of a metal body, inside its cubical head.


  “Of course you know that the human brain is fed from the blood stream of the human body. To replace this, they placed the brain in a special solution, having all the properties of nourishing the brain cells. This solution is usually renewed once a week, so it is always fresh, and therefore the brain never really ages.


  “Elaborate precautions are taken that no germs shall ever enter the brain chamber, as it was soon found that results were disastrous, wherever sufficient care had not been exercised.


  “The brain chamber is formed of a platinum-like metal, which never oxidizes, and lasts practically forever, unless damaged by blows or other unusual accidents.


  “When the brain is finally placed in its platinum chamber, the surgeon carefully connects the nerve ends of the brains with the electrical nerve connections of the metal body. Then an apparent miracle is accomplished. The body lives, can move, and can walk. The brain or intelligence of the one who had gone under the knife is now actuating the lifeless metal frame, directing it and controlling it. And that intelligence is now forever free from the demands of its former body of flesh, residing as it does now in the untiring metal body which requires neither food nor sleep.


  “The experiment was thus a complete success, and at once it was duplicated on a big scale. Within a short time every living being on the comet-world had been treated likewise, so that his brain reposed in a similar body of metal. And so, for ages, the comet-people lived, undying brains cased in bodies of metal. When a body was worn out it was a simple matter to remove the brain from it and place it in a new body. Thus they had achieved immortality. Ages rolled on while their strange world drove across the heavens, and flashed from star to star.


  “At last, though, there came a time when the world of the comet-people seemed threatened with downfall. Their metal bodies, like all of their machines, were actuated by atomic force, force produced through the accelerated disintegration of certain radio-active elements. As time went on, however, their supply of these elements became smaller and smaller. It became plain that within a short time, as they measured time, they were doomed to extinction, for without the force to run their machines and bodies, those bodies must become inert and useless, and the brain inside of each must die. It would take long, but it would be sure, and in the end they would all be gone. They must find new sources of such elements, or die.


  “In this extremity, their astronomers came forward with an announcement of importance. They had charted the course which their comet-world was following, and had discovered that soon it would pass through a star-system with eight planets. On its way through this system, they stated, the comet would pass close to one of these planets, the one which is our earth. Their spectroscopic instruments assured them that this planet, earth, held great stores of the radio-active elements they needed, so they conceived the gigantic plan of stealing earth from the solar system, of drawing it into the comet and carrying it out into space with them. If they could do this, it would furnish them an endless supply of the materials they needed, and would also give them new lands inside the comet. So they set to work and formulated their great conspiracy. A conspiracy to steal a world!


  “When the comet had entered the solar system, a hundred of the comet-people set out in four great cones, or space-ships, to establish themselves upon earth and carry out their plan. These cones were driven through space by light-pressure, the possibilities of which force they had long utilized. Even on earth, we know that this force exists and understand a few of its manifestations; though only a few. We know that it is the pressure of the sun’s light that causes a comet’s tail to swing always away from the sun. It drove their cones through space at will and they used the principle of it in their destroying white ray. In that ray, light-pressure could be used of such power as to disintegrate the molecules of any object, or it could be used merely to strike a powerful blow, as when Hanley and I had been stunned by it. It was by means of this force that the cones of the comet-people rose from their world and drove headlong out through the great coma, across the solar system to the earth.


  “They knew that earth was inhabited, and it was their plan on reaching the planet to find some secluded spot where they could work without fear of interruption. For this reason they had approached earth at night, finally landing upon the dark, silent island. Surprised there by the presence of Hanley and myself, they had instantly stunned us with the light-ray, but had refrained from killing us for their own reasons. They wished to learn as much as possible about our world, and for that reason had spared us and had taken the trouble to get into communication with us.


  “It was thus that we learned the method which they intended to use in pulling our planet into the passing comet. You know that the earth, whirling around the sun, is exactly like a hand swinging a ball around and around at the end of a long cord. The sun is the hand, the earth is the ball, and the power of the sun’s gravitation is the cord. If it were not for the earth’s motion, its centrifugal force, it would fall into the sun, pulled there by the latter’s gravitational power. And similarly, if it were not for the pull of the sun’s gravity, the earth’s centrifugal force would cause it to fly off into space at a tangent just as the swinging ball would fly off if someone suddenly cut the cord.


  “It was just that that the comet-people meant to do. They meant to cut the cord. They were setting up an apparatus that would neutralize the sun’s gravitational power on the earth. They had learned that the emanations of gravitational force from any body have a measurable wave-length, and that this wavelength is different in the case of each different body. The vibrations of gravitational force from the sun are thus different in wave-length from those of earth, and it is the same always; the wave-length of no two emanations are the same. Thus the invaders could neutralize the sun’s gravitational power on earth without affecting the power of the earth itself, or of any other body. They would set up a wave-plant, or vibration machine, which would send out vibrations equal in wave-length to the sun’s gravitational emanations; these would meet and oppose and neutralize the gravitational force of the sun. In that way, the sun would no longer pull earth, and the earth, therefore, would fly off into space at a tangent.


  “It was the plan of the invaders to do this at a time when the comet was nearing the earth, so that when the planet did fly off from its orbit, it would do so just as the comet was passing, and would thus be brought inside the gravitational grip of the great comet itself. That done, the rest would be easy. The grip of the comet would pull the earth down through the coma to the nucleus, where it would be received so as to cause it to revolve about the nucleus. Of course the earth’s moon would accompany its mother-planet when it left its orbit, and would be carried into the comet likewise. All life on earth would be annihilated when it passed through the coma by the dense and deadly gases there, and thus earth and moon would be at the disposal of the comet-people. And thus the earth would be carried out of the solar system inside the great comet for all time, and its riches of minerals and materials would form a great supply-base for the comet-people, and another world for their inhabitation.


  “This much Hanley and I learned in our written conversations with the leader of the invaders, for it was the leader, we learned, who was communicating with us. And we were dazed with horror. Soon the invaders would have finished that great machine by which they meant to cut off the sun’s pull, and when the comet drew near earth, the planet would go hurtling out toward its doom. We alone knew the peril that hung over earth, and we could do nothing, fettered and prisoned as we were. Nor was there chance of outside help, for the invaders kept a close watch on the waters around the island, and twice used the light-ray to annihilate small boats that came too near. There was no chance for escape or for help from outside, and we must remain helpless witnesses of the world’s doom.


  “It was then that the leader revealed to us the purpose for which we had been saved, and made to us an amazing proposal, which filled me with horror. He proposed that we cast in our lot with the comet-people, that we become of their number and help them in their plans. He had learned that we were both scientists, and knew that after the earth had been drawn into the comet, we would be of invaluable aid to them in helping them in the exploitation of its resources. So he informed us that if we would do so, if we would agree to help them, he would confer immortality on us by removing our brains from our own bodies and placing them in metal bodies like their own. If we refused—death.


  “The thought filled me with loathing—the idea of our living brains enduring through centuries in metal bodies. We had been given a few days in which to decide, and as I knew that I would never accept, I saw death ahead. But to my horror and dismay, Hanley began to lean toward the idea. As a biologist, I think, he had long been interested in the idea of achieving immortality, of preserving the intelligence beyond the death of the body, and now that he saw the thing within his grasp, he was disposed to accept it. I argued with him for hours, trying to make him feel the utter horror of the whole business, invoking every argument I could think of to shake him, but all to no purpose, for he was sullen and unyielding to all my words. He pointed out that we would die in any case, and that the peoples of earth were doomed, so that our refusal would in no way help us or anyone else. So to all of my entreaties he turned a deaf ear, and when the time came, he informed the leader of the invaders that he was willing to accept their proposition and become one of them.


  “That afternoon they did the thing. God, what a sight that was! Through the window I watched them. They set up a folding metal table on the plateau nearby, and stretched Hanley upon it, then they applied their anaesthetics. Nearby lay the metal body which they had prepared for him. It was the same as their own, except for one feature. Instead of having four tentacle-arms and four legs, it had but two of each. That puzzled me for a time, but it occurred to me that the reason for this difference was that there were no nerve-ends in Hanley’s brain with which to control an extra pair of arms and legs. Therefore, his metal body had been provided with but two of each.


  “I saw their instruments, then, flashing in the sunlight, and when the moment came, they lifted Hanley’s living brain from his skull and placed it in that metal frame, inside the cubical head. A flash of the light-ray, and his own dead body vanished, while the invaders clustered around the metal body, twisting, turning, connecting. At last they stepped back, and a sick horror came over me as I saw that metal body standing erect, moving, walking, obeying the commands of Hanley’s brain, inside it.


  “From that time on, Hanley was one of the comet-people. Like them, he worked unceasingly on the great machine, directed by the leader, no doubt, and like them, he never seemed to rest, his brain ever driving that tireless metal body. He paid no attention whatever to me, never came near the cabin. He may have been ordered to stay away from it, of course. But I could always distinguish him from the other metal figures, even at a distance, because of the difference in the number of his limbs.


  “I had expected death when they finished with Hanley, but I soon learned that a fate far worse lay ahead. The leader visited me once more, and told me, out of sheer cruelty, I think, that when their work on earth was finished, they would take me back with them. Living creatures were very rare on their own world, except for themselves, and I would be a valuable subject for experimentation. Even that news hardly altered the dull despair that filled me.


  “The days dragged by slowly, and the great machine outside neared completion. It looked much like a battery of great turbines, a long row of dark, squat cylindrical mechanisms which were joined to each other by an intricate web of connections. Over all of them had been placed a great cover of shining metal, protecting the mechanisms beneath from rain and dew, and inset on the front of this cover was the switchboard which controlled the great machine. It was a square tablet of black metal, covered by a mass of intricate adjustments and controls, switches, knobs and levers. At the center was a single shining lever much larger than the others, which swung around a graduated dial.


  “At the very edge of the plateau, not far from the cabin, the invaders had erected another mechanism, which puzzled me for a time. It was a large upright screen of ground-glass, or a similar material, behind which was attached some smaller mechanisms, which I only glimpsed. This screen was, in fact, a great chart, a chart of the heavens, on which was represented the comet and the earth. The comet was a great disk of green light, and around this central disk was a thin green circle, which represented the limits of the comet’s gravitational grip. Any object inside that thin green line was inside the comet’s grasp, and would inevitably be drawn down into the coma, while so long as it lay outside of that line, it was in the power of the sun’s gravity. In other words, that line was the “neutral” between the two zones of gravitational force.


  “The earth was represented on the chart by a small disk of white light. Both the tiny white disk and the great green one moved on the screen in exact proportions to the movements of the earth and comet in the heavens. How this was accomplished I could not conjecture, but supposed that the mechanism behind the screen caught a moving picture of the actual movements of comet and earth, by means of light-rays or electrical radiations, and reproduced it in miniature on the screen. The purpose of the chart was clear enough. It would enable them to time their operations with accuracy, so that the earth would leave its orbit at the exact moment when its outward flight would bring it inside of that thin green line, and within the comet’s gravitational power. Tensely I watched that chart, and each day I saw the comet and the earth drawing nearer, nearer, as the green wanderer sped out of the solar system.


  “By then the work of the invaders was slackening, for the great machine appeared to be finished. At last came the time, just four nights ago, when they finally put it into operation. I saw them gathered around the switchboard, Hanley among them. The leader stood ready, a tentacle grasping the large central lever. Others were watching the great chart, calculating the positions of earth and comet. I knew that the whole operation must be timed to an incredible nicety, if it were to succeed at all, and I waited, as anxiously as they. At last, there was a sudden stir among those at the chart, and I divined that the signal had been given, speeding silently and swiftly from brain to brain. And I was right, for at the same moment the leader, at the switchboard, swung the big lever around the dial, slowly and carefully. He had reason to be careful. The difference in wave-length of the different gravitational emanations must be extremely minute, and if he were to accidentally neutralize the earth’s gravity instead of the sun’s, if only for an instant, there is no telling what tremendous cataclysm might not occur. But that did not happen, for when he had swung the lever to a certain position on the dial, there rose from the great machine a low humming, a sound so deep as to be scarcely audible. Instantly the leader stepped back.


  “The machine had been started. I knew that at that moment it was sending forth its own powerful vibrations to meet and oppose and neutralize those of the sun’s gravitational force. The cord had been cut!


  “For a time, though, nothing seemed changed. Like the metal figures on the plateau, I watched the great chart for all the rest of that night, but it was only toward morning that any change became apparent. Even that change was so small that it could hardly be noted. It was only that the little white earth-circle on the chart was moving a little faster, was leaping toward the green comet a little more quickly.


  “And as the hours went by, it moved faster and faster, until by that night I could see plainly that the earth was already a little out of its orbit, veering out a little bit toward the nearing comet. Gathered around the chart and the great vibration-mechanism, the invaders watched the result of their work. And fettered there in the little cabin I, too, watched and waited.


  “But that night, when I had all but reached the blackest depths of despair, I stumbled on something that gave me a ray of hope. Much of the time I spent in the cabin I occupied myself in searching endlessly for some sort of tool or weapon, but always without avail, for as I have said, every object that would serve for either had been taken away. But at last, that night, I came across a tiny point of metal that projected a bit from the dirt floor of the cabin, in one of the dark corners. In a moment I was digging away at the thing, and inside a minute had unearthed a long, rusty file, which had been buried beneath the floor, with only the tip projecting through the dirt. It was so badly rusted that it appeared almost useless, but the very possession of the thing gave me new life, and after cleaning it as well as I could, I set to work on the shackle around my leg, muffling the grate of the file by wrapping it with cloths when I worked.


  “Through all that night I sawed away at the shackle, and when morning came I was disheartened by the little I had accomplished. The rusty file had made only a shallow notch in the hard metal of the shackle. Yet, I knew that it was my only chance, and kept steadily at it, now and then glancing out of the window to make sure that I was unobserved.


  “Weariness overcame me, and I slept for several hours, waking shortly after noon. That was yesterday. And when I glanced out of the window at the great chart, I saw that earth had leaped half the gap between itself and the comet, and was approaching perilously near to the thin green line that marked the limits of the comet’s grip. I knew that once it passed inside that line it was the end, for no power in the universe could then release it from the comet. The machine must be smashed or turned off before that happened. Frantically I worked at the shackle, through all of that long, hot afternoon.


  “Night came, and the comet flared overhead in awful splendor, waxing tremendously in size and brilliance, its green light falling through my window and clashing with the white brilliance of the floodlights on the plateau. Out on that plateau, the invaders were still gathered in motionless groups, still watching the tiny earth-circle on the chart, which hurtled toward the comet now with terrifying speed. From its rate of progress I estimated that it would have passed inside the comet’s grip by the next night, and knew that after it had done so, the invaders would enter their cones and leave for their own world at the comet’s center, while earth passed to its doom in the deadly coma. I must escape that night, if ever.


  “At last, shortly before midnight, I had sawn the shackle half through, and with a muffled blow, managed to break it. I crept to the window, then, and cautiously looked out.


  “Under the dazzling lights, the metal figures outside were gathered together in two masses, around the chart and the machine, sprawled on the ground. None of them seemed to be watching the cabin at the moment, but the little building had but two windows, and both of them faced toward the plateau. The forest lay but a few yards behind the cabin, and once inside it I would be comparatively safe, but to get there I must creep from the building in full view of the invaders on the plateau, and beneath the dazzling glare of their flood-lights.


  “There was no other course for me to follow, though, so without hesitating further, I gently pried the window open and as quietly as possible slid through it, dropping at once to the ground and lying still for a tense moment. There were no sudden sounds or movements from the metal figures around the two mechanisms, so as stealthily as possible I began to crawl around the base of the cabin, and in a few moments had reached the welcome shadows behind it. I then rose to my feet, and took a swift step toward the forest, a few yards away. And I stopped short. Fifty feet to the right of me a single metal figure had suddenly stepped into view, confronting me, a light-ray tube held in its tentacle and pointing toward me. And it was Hanley!


  “Hanley, or that which had once been Hanley’s brain and soul, cased in that body of metal. I recognized him at once, by reason of his two tentacles and limbs, and the bitterness of death came over me, for I had failed. Instinctively, though, even at that moment, I staggered toward the trees ahead, waiting for the death from behind. In a moment would come the flashing ray, and death.


  “But it did not come! With a sudden thrill of hope I began to run, and within a few seconds had passed into the dense darkness of the forest. I had escaped, though for the moment I could hardly credit my escape. I glanced back toward the plateau, and saw the figure of Hanley still standing there, silent, unmoving, the deadly ray-tube still held in his grasp. He had let me go!


  “Before I could understand what had happened, there came a sudden flurry of movement across the plateau, a little stir of excitement there, and over my shoulder, I saw a dozen or so dark shapes gliding smoothly across the clearing on my track. They had discovered my escape, and were after me.


  “Frantic as some hunted creature of the wild, I raced on through the forest, stumbling on projecting roots, hurling myself through patches of briars with mad haste. And swift on my trail came that inexorable pursuit, drawing nearer and nearer toward me, turn and twist as I might. I was rapidly getting out of breath and knew that I could not long compete in speed or endurance with the tireless metal bodies behind me. At last I saw the ripple of water ahead, and a plan, a last expedient, flashed into my mind.


  “I stumbled on until I had reached the water’s edge, where the thick forest extended right down to the island’s shore. Swiftly I searched the ground around me, and in a moment had found what I sought—a large, thick section of deadwood. Grasping this, I threw myself behind a clump of bushes a few yards away, and waited for my pursuers.


  “In a few seconds they came, crashing through the underbrush on my track. I waited a moment longer, until they had almost reached me, then hurled my section of wood out into the water, and at once flattened myself again behind my screen of bushes.


  “The piece of wood splashed into the water at the exact moment when my pursuers, some five or six in number, reached the water’s edge, not ten feet away from me. At the sound of the splash, the brilliant light-fay instantly flashed forth from their weapons, churning the waters of the lake with its disintegrating force. For perhaps a minute this continued, and then they snapped off the ray and waited. There was silence, except for the washing of the troubled waters of the lake.


  “I crouched lower behind my flimsy shelter, holding my breath, but after a long moment the metal figures turned away, and I heard them retracing their way through the forest. My trick had worked.


  “For half an hour I lay there, a little dazed by the swift action I had just passed through. Then I rose and began to make my way stealthily along the shore. It was my thought to get to our little motorboat, which we had kept in a tiny cove, and to make for the mainland in it. If I could do that, I might be able to obtain help and return to the island, make an effort to destroy these invaders and smash their machine. But when I got to the cove I found only a few fragments of the boat. It had been destroyed by the invaders!


  “To me, that seemed the end—the end, to all our earth. There was no chance left to give warning now, for I knew that by the next night earth would have passed inside the comet’s grip forever, and it would all be over. Through the rest of the night, our last night, I wandered over the island, a little mad, I think, and when this morning finally came it found me at the island’s northern end. I lay there, trying to plan out some last course of action, when the chugging of a boat roused me. I hurried to the shore, just in time to see your boat destroyed by the light-ray from the plateau, and your companion killed. I saw that you had escaped—though the watchers did not—and waited until you got to shore. And that is all.


  “And that is all. Over there on the plateau stands the great machine which is sending earth hurtling into the comet, while the invaders there watch and wait. A little longer, a little nearer, and earth will have passed inside the comet’s grip, and then it will be hours only until the end. The comet overhead growing larger and larger, nearer and nearer, and then the deadly gases of the coma, bringing swift death to all on earth. And at the last, the comet racing out of the solar system with the earth inside it, flashing out into space, never to return, plunging across the universe for all time with its stolen, captive world!”


  The hoarse whisper of Coburn’s voice ceased, and for minutes the two men sat in silence. The whole island seemed unutterably silent, at that moment, except for the wind gently rustling the leaves around them, and the drowsy hum of insects. Through the foliage above, the sunlight slanted down in bars of bright gold.


  Marlin was the first to speak.


  “The earth!” he whispered chokingly; “the whole earth! What can we do—we two—”


  Coburn was staring into the forest, scarcely listening. When he spoke, his voice was deadened, toneless.


  “Nothing, now,” he said. “We must wait—until tonight—” A little flame of hope leaped into his eyes, and he turned quickly to Marlin.


  “Tonight there is a chance,” he whispered. “A chance in ten million, but—a chance. If we could get to that machine—”


  “Smash it?” asked Marlin. “Turn it off?” Coburn nodded slowly. “We’ll try,” he said. “Tonight, when it’s darker. If I had a single moment at that switchboard—”


  He broke off suddenly as once more there came through the forest the clanging rattle of metal against metal. His eyes held Marlin’s.


  “Getting ready,” he whispered. “Getting ready to leave, tonight. They’ll wait till earth has passed that neutral line, until it’s in the comet’s grip, and then they’ll destroy the machine and leave in the cones.” Crouched there, they listened, silent, white-faced, tense . . .


  Always afterward the remaining hours of that day were to Marlin a vague, half-remembered time. Hot, and hungry, and very thirsty, he lay beside Coburn, speaking little and that in whispers, listening fearfully to the sounds that drifted to their ears from the south. As the day waned, the events through which he had just passed, the things which he had just been told, became blurred and confused in his brain. Once or twice he caught himself wondering why he lay thus in hiding, and brought himself back to reality only with a sharp effort.


  A few hours more, and the sunset flamed low in the west, painting the sky there with a riot of brilliant colors. Marlin strove to remember a sunset which he had once seen, with a great blue lake and a neat white village in the foreground. How long ago had that been? Days, months, years?


  While he struggled with that thought, the gold and orange and crimson were fading from the sky above, and they awaited only the darkening of the long June twilight. Its gray deepened to a darker gray, and then to black. Then, up from the eastern horizon, there soared colossal bars and banners of iridescent light, sweeping across the heavens like an aurora of blinding green. Prepared as he had been for the sight, Marlin gasped when the comet wheeled into the heavens, a single vast ocean of green fire, that crept smoothly westward across the firmament, and that dripped down a ghastly, throbbing radiance upon the world. It was as if the whole sky were boiling with emerald flame.


  Coburn stood up, his burning eyes fixed upon the comet, his face death-like beneath its green unearthly light. He turned to Marlin, who had risen beside him.


  “I am going ahead to reconnoiter first,” he explained swiftly, “and I want you to stay here while I’m gone. We have a few hours at least, I think, and before we can plan any course of action I must know what is happening on the plateau.”


  “You won’t be long?” whispered Marlin, and the other shook his head. “Not more than a half-hour. But don’t leave this spot until I come back.”


  Marlin whispered his assent, sinking to the ground again, while Coburn glanced quickly around, then moved stealthily into the forest, toward the south. In a moment he had been swallowed up by the shadows.


  Left alone, Marlin resumed his prone position on the ground, not venturing any movement. Except for the steady chirping of crickets, and the deep croaking of distant frogs, the forest around him was very silent. He turned, after a moment, and gazed up into the flaming heavens, until his eyes were dazzled by the splendor of the waxing comet. There came to him, dimly, some realization of what that flaming thing above must be doing to the world of men, of the pit of fear into which it must have precipitated all earth. The thought steadied him a little, and his jaw tightened.


  Abruptly Marlin realized that Coburn had been gone for a longer time than he had mentioned, and swift anxiety and fear chilled him. Where was Coburn? Had he been captured? Killed? He tried to reassure himself, to force down his misgivings, but with the passing of every minute his fear deepened. When an hour had passed he rose at last to his feet, looking anxiously around. He hesitated for a moment, then uttered a low call.


  “Coburn!”


  No answer came back to him, except a rustling echo of his own voice. A ray of green light from the wheeling comet above struck down through the canopy of leaves and fell upon his white, anxious face.


  “Coburn!”


  Again he had called, and louder, but again his cry went unanswered. Marlin could endure the suspense no longer, and suddenly crept from his hiding place and began to make his way southward through the forest, as silently as possible.


  Slowly he moved forward through the dark forest, a forest pillared here and there by shafts of green radiance from the comet overhead. He stumbled across green-lit clearings, and over tiny, gurgling brooks, and through dense thickets of brush and briars. Twice he crossed steep little ridges, and once he blundered across a soggy patch of swamp, where his feet sank deeply into the treacherous ground, and where snakes rustled away from him through the grass on either side. Still he stumbled on, breath almost gone, heart near to bursting. It seemed to him now that he must be very near to the plateau at the island’s center.


  But as he emerged from a dense little tangle of brush, and took in the sight ahead of him, something like a sob came from him, and he slumped to the ground in sheer exhaustion. He was standing at the edge of a narrow, sandy beach, and beyond it there stretched away the rippling, green-lit lake. Instead of heading toward the island’s center, he had lost his way, and had lost more than an hour blundering across the island in the wrong direction. He dropped to the ground, half-dazed by his efforts, striving to get his bearings.


  He thought of calling to Coburn again, but dared not do so, for he could not know how close he might be to the plateau. Nor could he know where the plateau lay, there on the strange dark island. If he were to return to where Coburn had left him, then he might be able—


  Clang!


  It rang across the island, loud and clear, a single short, metallic note. Marlin started to his feet. He stood motionless, listening intently. In a moment came another sound, a deep, powerful droning, that waxed in intensity for a moment, then continued without change. At once Marlin moved off again into the forest, heading unhesitatingly to the left. The sound, which could come only from the plateau, had given him his bearings.


  Hastily he pushed on, his weariness forgotten for the moment, his throat tight with excitement. Far ahead he made out a thin white light that filtered feebly through the forest, a pale light very different from the green radiance of the comet overhead. And as Marlin pressed on toward it, the droning sound came to his ears louder and louder, nearer and nearer. He slackened his pace a little, moving more stealthily.


  CLANG!


  Again it came, that single ringing note, sounding louder in his ears than the first, as he drew nearer to the plateau. And again, following it, there rose the deep droning sound, combining with the first to fill the air with a terrific humming, as of ten thousand dynamos.


  The white light ahead grew stronger and stronger, until at last there rose before Marlin a steep little slope, at the top of which the forest ended, and from beyond which came the white radiance. He flattened himself on the ground, crawled stealthily up the slope, and paused at its edge, behind a slight thicket of bushes. Cautiously he parted the bushes and peered forward.


  Before him lay the plateau, a broad, grassy surface perhaps a quarter-mile across. Some fifty feet above its center there hung in the air two great shapes from which came the droning sound, two gigantic cones of metal. Attached to these were flood-lights that drenched all on the plateau with their white light, which even there was pale in comparison with the throbbing radiance from the comet overhead.


  At the center of the plateau two similar cones rested on the ground, in the side of each of which was an oval opening. Even as Marlin first glimpsed these, the opening in one of them closed, with the loud clanging note he had twice heard, and then, with a powerful droning roar, the cone rose smoothly into the air to hang beside the two others there.


  On the plateau was left the single great cone. Beside it there stood a long, low structure, shining brilliantly beneath the double illumination from cones and comet, and bearing on its face a black tablet covered with knobs and levers, with a single large lever and dial at its center. It was the neutralizing-machine, Marlin knew, the machine that was cutting off the sun’s pull, that was sending the earth hurtling out toward its doom in the comet. Around this machine were grouped a score of grotesque, metallic figures, figures strangely spider-like with their multiple tentacles and limbs, and with square, unhuman heads of metal on which were set the glowing circles that were their eyes. A deep, shuddering loathing shook Marlin as he saw them for the first time.


  He turned his gaze to the right and saw, at the edge of the plateau there, the low, rough cabin, and beyond it the great chart which Coburn had described to him, a large ground-glass screen on which moved the small white disk that was earth and the great green disk that was the comet, the latter encircled by the thin green line that marked the limits of its gravitational grip. And as Marlin’s eyes fell upon it, his heart leaped uncontrollably. For the earth-disk on the chart was only a few inches from the thin green line around the comet, the neutral between its gravitation and the sun’s. And swiftly that tiny gap was closing.


  For the first time the significance of the hovering cones above struck Marlin. The invaders were leaving, their work accomplished. In a few moments earth would have passed forever inside the comet’s grasp, and they could destroy the great machine with a flash of the light-ray, and speed off in their cones, leaving earth to its doom. It was the end.


  Marlin’s brain was whirling, his hands trembling, but he hesitated for only a second, then crawled slowly forward from behind his flimsy shelter. Out over the plateau, beneath the glaring light from above, he crawled on toward the machine, half-hidden by the tall grasses that covered the plateau. For ten yards he crept forward, then stopped, and ventured to raise his head a little and look ahead.


  The last of the metal figures on the plateau were trooping into the remaining cone, through the opening in its side. There remained only four or five who were standing beside the great machine, beside the switchboard. And in the moment that Marlin saw these, they discovered him. He saw them turning and evidently gazing straight toward him. A moment Marlin crouched there, petrified, and then he rose to his feet with a mad shout and raced straight across the plateau toward the switchboard of the great machine.


  Even as he rose to his feet two of the little group at the machine flashed toward him, with incredible speed, and before he had covered a dozen paces they were upon him. He felt himself gripped by cold, coiling tentacles, grasped and thrown to the ground.


  For a moment he struggled frantically, then heard a hoarse cry, and wrenched his head up to see a dark shape speeding across the plateau from the opposite edge. It was Coburn!


  Twisting in the remorseless grip of the two with whom he battled, he had a flashing glimpse of Coburn racing toward the machine, and then he uttered a cry of agony. From one of the hovering cones above, a shaft of the light-ray had flashed down and it struck Coburn squarely. A moment he was visible, aureoled in a halo of blinding light, and then he had vanished. Marlin closed his eyes, ceased his struggles. He felt himself jerked to his feet by his two captors.


  He opened his eyes, then, and stared dazedly over toward the great chart. The earth-disk there was less than an inch from the green neutral-line. It was all over. He and Coburn had shot their feeble bolt and failed. He felt himself being jerked forward toward the last cone, sagging between his captors in dull despair.


  But what was that sudden crash of metal at the machine, that rush of movement there? Marlin’s head snapped up with sudden hope. A single metal figure had sprung out of the group beside the machine, a figure oddly manlike, with but two tentacles and two limbs, that leaped toward the switchboard of the great machine.


  “Hanley!”


  He screamed aloud, and at the same moment was released, thrown to the ground, by his two guards, who also raced toward the switchboard. From the cone on the ground there poured forth a stream of metal figures, and the droning giants above dropped swiftly down toward the machine. Hanley was beside the switchboard, had reached up with a swift tentacle and grasped the great lever at its center. From cones above and metal figures below, a dozen shafts of the brilliant light-ray flashed toward him. But in the fraction of a second before they reached him, he had wrenched the great lever far around the dial, and the next moment a titanic explosion rocked the island to its foundation. Marlin was knocked backward by a terrific gust of force, and had but a single flashing glimpse of all at the center of the plateau, machine and metal figures and hovering cones, shooting skyward at lightning speed.


  He staggered to his feet, dazed, half-blind, reeled drunkenly forward and then stopped short. For at the center of the plateau there yawned a terrific gulf, a vast pit torn from the earth in a single instant. Cones and machine and invaders had vanished utterly in that tremendous cataclysm, blown off into space when Hanley had swung the lever, and had neutralized earth’s gravity, for that single moment and at that single spot, instead of the gravity of the sun.


  Marlin staggered along the edge of that mighty abyss, toward the great chart-screen at the plateau’s edge. It had been twisted and bent by that tremendous detonation, but it still functioned, and on it there moved still the two disks, the earth and comet symbols. Marlin stumbled closer, his whole soul fixed upon the screen. The tiny earth-disk there was still creeping forward toward the green neutral-line around the comet, moving slower and slower, but still moving. Slower, slower, it moved. Now it was but a half-inch from the line, a quarter, an eighth. By then it was hardly moving. It had touched the line, now, hovered at its edge. Hovered as the earth was hovering, at that moment, on the neutral between sun and comet, hesitating, tottering—And then Marlin cried aloud.


  For the white disk was moving back!


  Slowly at first, and then faster and faster, the earth-disk was falling back from that thin line, swinging back into its usual orbit, pulled back again by the sun’s far-reaching power, pulled back from the very edge of doom.


  Marlin raised his tear-stained face toward the great comet above, a single vast sea of green flame, immense, titanic. It was passing, now, passing out of the solar system for all time, its one chance of stealing our earth gone forever. He shook his fist toward it in mad defiance.


  “You lost!” he screamed, in insane rage and triumph. “Damn you, you lost!”


  It was twilight of the next day when Marlin left the island, paddling slowly out from it on the crude little log-raft which he had fashioned. Shadows of dusk were falling upon the world, deepening into darkness. In the west there trembled forth a star. Still he crept on.


  Night, and up from the east there rose again the comet. Marlin lapsed in his progress at that, gazing toward it. Small and shrunken and harmless, it seemed now, its evil glory fast waning as it thundered out into space on its appointed course. He wondered, momentarily, what frenzies of thanksgiving were shaking the peoples of earth to see it thus receding, to see themselves thus snatched back from the very gates of death.


  He turned, for a moment, looking back toward the island. It seemed dark and small, now, a low, black mass of land that stood out indistinctly against the pale-lit waters. Only a tiny speck of land, there in the great lake, and yet on it had been decided the fate of a planet. On it the comet-people had played their great game, with a world as the stake, and on it they had lost, their vast conspiracy smashed, in the end, by Hanley. Hanley, whose human brain, human intelligence, human soul, had lived on in a body of metal, to shatter the invaders’ colossal plan at the last, remorseful moment.


  Marlin paddled on, a dull ache filling his heart. Coburn, Hanley—they had died for the world, for him, while he still lived on. Yet even now, he could give them something, however little, in return. The homage and the gratitude of a world, when that world learned who had saved it. He could give them that, at least . . .


  THE SPACE VISITORS


  Air Wonder Stories, March 1930


  The colossal scoop had descended lightning-like out of the skies at dusk, and with incredible swiftness had cut a vast lane of destruction through the city. It glittered strangely as though composed of an unknown metal . . .


  “BECAUSE DR. HOWARD has asked me to prepare a concise account of the coming of the space-visitors, I, Stanley Ransome, have tried to write a simple record of my own contacts with them. Such a record will necessarily have errors enough; but it seems to me that the facts can be most clearly presented in such a fashion.


  It was late in June that I first learned of the affair, through Dr. Howard himself. Dr. Jason Howard was holder of the chair of Aeronautical Science in Gotham University, and his contributions to the progress of aerial navigation had made him renowned in both scientific and commercial circles. For two years I had been an instructor and assistant in his department of the university.


  Toward the end of that particular June afternoon he came into the laboratory where I was testing the tensile strength of a new alloy, and handed me a folded newspaper.


  “You haven’t seen this, Ransome?” he questioned. “They’re shouting them all over the city.”


  “I hope you haven’t ruined a completely good test to call my attention to the latest murder,” I jested, as I unfolded the paper. But when my eyes took in the import of its black headlines my smile vanished. They shrieked their message in the tallest available type:


  HUNDREDS SLAIN IN IOWA VILLAGE BY


  CATACLYSM! MANNLERTOWN SCENE


  OF MYSTERIOUS HORROR!


  The story below the headlines described what was then known of the catastrophe which had occurred just before dawn on that day. Mannlertown, an agricultural center of considerable size in eastern Iowa, had been awakened a short hour before daylight by a colossal grinding and roaring sound coming from the east.


  Before the startled, half-awakened people had been able to leap from their beds, however, the thing was upon them. It was horror, earthquake, annihilation, all in one, driving across the town with immense speed.


  A terrific crashing of shattered buildings spread through the community, and for an instant the gigantic grinding roar seemed receding westward. Then it had stopped completely.


  It was several minutes before anyone in the stunned city ventured out into the streets, half-curious and half-terrified. But those who finally did so were paralyzed by astonishment and terror. For a colossal path of destruction had been cut straight across the city’s northern section.


  It was like a gigantic trench or canal gouged out by a superhuman instrument, being over a quarter of a mile in width and almost as great in depth. It began in an open field three miles east of Mannlertown and ended in a thinly-settled suburban section a mile westward.


  Houses, people, trees, fences, roads—everything that had lain in the track of the unknown destroyer had vanished as though it had been whirled into space, and there lay open to the sun nothing but this vast wound in the earth’s surface! Hundreds of people, it was estimated, had gone to death in the moment of the unparalleled cataclysm.


  Doubt


  It is not surprising that panic sent the people of Mannlertown fleeing in all directions before the coming of the day. The newspaper stated that federal and state authorities had taken every precaution to calm them, and already many who had fled were returning to the stricken town, it being apparent that no further disturbance was taking place.


  But what had caused this one? Was it an earthquake or a volcanic action of some unheard of nature? No answer could be definitely made, but the geologists and other scientists consulted regarding the thing were in general agreement. It could only have been caused, they stated, by some giant meteor that had grazed the earth’s surface and gouged this great scar across it in passing. More could be learned from examination of the cut but it was certain that a meteor was the cause.


  When I had finished reading I looked up at Dr. Howard, sobered by the horror of what I had just read.


  “A terrible thing, surely,” I said, and he nodded somberly.


  “Just how terrible, is not yet realized,” he commented.


  “Why, you don’t doubt that it was a meteor’s work, do you?” I asked. “That great gouge—”


  He shook his head. “Who can say? But if a meteor of giant size did it, where is the meteor? They do not as a rule, graze earth and then vanish, Ransome.”


  “Maybe not,” I said doubtfully, “but in this case the scientists all seem pretty sure. And after all, what other explanation for the thing is there?”


  To that he did not answer, though I could see that he was unconvinced. So I was not surprised when Dr. Howard left for Mannlertown that night by a fast Chicago rocket express. To me, as to others, he said only that he wished to make a brief examination of the scene of the disaster with certain ideas of his own in mind. I knew without his telling, though, that his doubts persisted.


  The world at large did not share those doubts. There was wide-spread horror over the Mannlertown catastrophe, but it was the rather abstract horror aroused by some unprecedented accident of which the very strangeness somehow dulls the edge of reality. And none seemed to doubt the dictum of the scientists concerning the gigantic missile from space that had shot into the earth’s atmosphere grazing its surface and then shooting out again. I know that, despite Dr. Howard’s attitude, I myself did not doubt it.


  Dr. Howard returned from Mannlertown two days later. The only information that he imparted was that his investigations had proved satisfactory. He said nothing more and, assuming that his inspection had disproved his doubts, I forbore mentioning the thing to him. It was not until the second cataclysm, a day later, that I learned along with the rest of the world, what his thoughts on the matter were.


  This second cataclysm took place on the afternoon of July first, but, because of the remoteness of its scene, word of it did not reach most of the world until the next day. For the scene of the second event was those bleak Finnish plains that lie east of the Baltic, and particularly one barren valley far from the nearest telegraph.


  News concerning what had happened was scanty enough. The central fact was that upon one of that valley’s slopes, something had gouged from the grassy earth a tremendous trench like the one that had been cut through Mannlertown. It was of the same general size—several miles in length and a quarter-mile in depth and width; but in that remote place it had done almost no damage to life or property.


  The only damage to property, in fact, had been the destruction of a herder’s hut that had been in the path of the thing. The seven herders who had occupied it luckily for them, had been tending their flocks on the slope of a neighboring valley. All had heard a gigantic roaring and grinding sound, and had run up to the dividing ridge as the sound ceased, to be confronted by the great gouge below. One of them, however, had been on the ridge at the time and told an excited and almost incomprehensible tale regarding it.


  He said he had been gazing down over the slope in question when the disaster had happened. First came a great flash of light in the air above, the flash of some colossal glittering body swooping from above to earth’s surface. Fie could not describe what he claimed to have seen of it in that lightning-like glimpse, and could describe it only as of something huge and glittering, and roughly scoop-like in shape.


  In the very second that he saw it, it had struck the slope, and then with great speed had rushed forward, along it, half-burying itself in the earth, emitting a loud, grinding roar. In an instant it had streaked like light along the slope for several miles and then with an upward flash was gone, the noise gradually ceasing.


  This tale, even doubted by the man’s companions, certainly received small credit from the outside world. The paper that I read mentioned the story only as an illusion, born of excitement, and went on to point out that while the Mannlertown cataclysm had been repeated the explanation accepted for it had not been disproved. It simply meant that another giant meteor had grazed our globe, and it might well be that the earth was passing through a swarm of them.


  I will own, however, that to me the meteor explanation seemed rather weakened by this so exact repetition of the first catastrophe, and I could not see how this recurring catastrophe could be explained so simply.


  Howard’s Theory


  At the first news of the thing, I had sought Dr. Howard to learn his own views of it, but he was not to be found at the university. And by the time I had met him the next day I, along with most of the world, had read the late editions of the newspaper in which he first startled the nations with his astounding explanation of the two cataclysms.


  He stated that he had studied closely the scene of the first cataclysm, and had derived therefrom a theory as to its cause which he believed was substantiated by the second occurrence.


  “No one who has considered carefully the Mannlertown catastrophe,” he stated, “can credit for a moment the idea that it was caused by a meteor. Had a great meteor actually grazed the earth that night, the sky for a thousand miles would have flamed with its passing, even had it been able to pass out of earth’s grip after entering it, which is an incredible hypothesis.


  “The cataclysm at Mannlertown was not caused by a meteor, but by some vast scoop-like object that was drawn across several miles of the earth’s surface with immense speed and in that way gouged out the great trench in the earth. This second cataclysm in Finland was obviously caused in the same way, there being no appearance of a meteor in the sky. The huge scoop of which I speak was actually seen in the second case by the Finnish herder whose story has been little credited. But the very wildness of which is almost a guarantee of its truth, especially coming from such an unimaginative person.


  “We must accept, then, the theory that on two different occasions within the last few days a giant scoop of some sort has been lowered from outer space, dragged across the earth’s surface for several miles with incredible speed, and then jerked upward again, taking with it the matter it has cut from the earth! Just as we men sail over the surface of our waters and let down trawls to drag along their beds far below, so someone, something or things, exist on the surface of the atmospheric ocean at the bottom of which we live, and is letting down trawls to drag its bottom, the surface of the earth.


  “This idea may seem fantastic to many. We human beings do not think of ourselves as living at the bottom of an ocean; but a little reflection will show that to be the case. The atmosphere is an ocean, fifty to sixty miles in depth, covering all the earth. Our knowledge of it indicates that, becoming more and more rarefied, it has a fairly definite surface or limit a few score miles above us, beyond which lies empty space.


  “So there is a great air-ocean, and at its bottom we live. The pressure at its bottom is tremendous, even as the ocean’s pressure is tremendous near its bottom. But like the creatures that live far down in the sea’s depths, we are so habituated to that pressure, and our bodies braced internally against it, that we do not feel it. If we were to be taken into empty space our bodies would explode as would fish taken from the sea’s depths. And in the same way, were creatures accustomed to empty space to enter our atmospheric ocean they would undoubtedly be crushed to death by its pressure.


  “It is that which in my opinion, accounts for this trawling from above. It may be that for centuries, while we have pondered on the planets and stars, ships from those planets and stars have been coming and going far above us, filled with creatures who have evolved in space as we have evolved in air and fish have evolved in water. We would know no more, dream no more, of the existence of those space-ships than the creatures at the seas’ bottoms know of the great liners going and coming far above them.


  “But suppose some of these beings, possessing space ships, become curious as to what lies at the bottom of this air-ocean of ours. They could not venture down into it. What would they do? Would they not let their ships cruise to and fro on the surface of the air-ocean, and let down great trawls to drag the bottom far below, just as we men trawl an ocean into whose depths we dare not descend.


  “I believe that is what is now going on. Far above us, at the surface of our atmospheric ocean, there are cruising ships or a ship, which we cannot see, holding beings from some great planet of whose nature we dare not guess. They cannot descend into our atmosphere but they are letting down their great trawl from above to drag the bottom, which is earth’s surface, to see what lies upon it!”


  “And make no mistake! These beings, who may be infinitely beyond us in intelligence and science, and who are undoubtedly completely different from us in every respect, care naught for the wreck and ruin they may be causing with their trawls. Any terror they might loose upon us would mean nothing to them. For to them, high above, we at the air-ocean’s bottom are no more than the blind, strange creatures that we fish from our own watery seas’ depths are to us.


  It seems unnecessary to describe the turmoil that was aroused by this startling statement of Dr. Howard’s. It is hard to expose the wilful blindness of a world that now looks back upon that blindness with something like terror.


  Dr. Howard’s theory became the target of every form and degree of criticism during the ensuing days. His idea was susceptible to ridicule, and the scientists whose meteor-theory he had questioned seized the opportunity. Did we live at the bottom of an ocean, an atmospheric sea? Were we merely crawling things upon earth’s surface, to be fished for and examined curiously by unimaginable beings and vessels far above? The idea was too humorous. The public’s indignation dissolved into laughter.


  The Third


  A very conceivable fact was brought forward to demolish the “ridiculous” theory. If space-ships were passing to and fro constantly outside our atmosphere, why had they never been glimpsed by astronomers? Dr. Howard replied promptly to this by giving a list of unknown objects sighted by astronomers in space in the last decades, by Sporer and Wartman and Grek and Ferguson and Loomis, and scores upon scores of others, objects seen against the sun or moon or planets, and which had never been identified.


  There was no more criticism on that score, but a side-issue was raised. Dr. Howard had stated that the atmospheric sea of earth had in all probability a surface as definite as that of an ocean. Many attacked this minor point, but were met by Dr. Howard with the cold data of many tests, showing that while for a certain distance the air becomes rarer with increased altitude, it seems thereafter to remain constant, indicating that from that point up to its definite end or surface its density is the same. There was no valid reason why an ocean of air should not have as definite a surface as an ocean of water.


  Each new critical attack brought forward in those few days met with much the same treatment and the criticism on the part of Dr. Howard’s enemies began to change into bad temper and abuse.


  I mentioned this to him on the night of July 5th, showing him an account of the latest attack. From my first reading of his hypothesis, it had seemed to me crystal-clear in truth, but conventional scientists had found its startling presumptions upsetting.


  “They wouldn’t believe it, some of them, if they themselves were picked up by a trawl from above and whirled around the earth,” I said.


  He shook his head thoughtfully. “I think that they will believe it soon, Ransome,” he said. “If these visitations from above continue—”


  “You think they will continue?” I asked. “After all, why should they? If beings out of space actually are trawling, they must have learned enough from their two attempts to satisfy them about earth’s surface.”


  “I don’t think so. For all we know, Ransome, they may be searching for minerals or ores or materials unknown to us, hoping to drag them up from the bottom of this air-ocean. Or they may want living things, for purposes of their own. Or it may be mere scientific curiosity. God knows what motives sway them, but let us hope for one thing.”


  “And that—?”


  “That they do not find whatever they are searching for. For if they do; if they come to look on earth as a source of needed materials, it means the end of our civilization. Imagine those gigantic trawls descending in great numbers out of the skies day and night to gouge earth’s surface—imagine perhaps great air-submarines or hermetically closed ships of some kind venturing down here to the surface—or submarine mines, caissons of some strange sort here at the bottom of the atmospheric ocean—creatures of dread—”


  I shook myself clear of the horrors his words suggested. “After all,” I reminded him, “this is a rather baseless fear. There haven’t been any more cataclysms and it may well be that—”


  Abruptly I halted. Through the open windows of the apartment came the growing clamor of shouting voices. We ran to the window and at the sight of the excited newsboys along the street I think that the same foreboding gripped us both. Three minutes later we were looking together at one of the newspaper extras, reading it in a horror-dazed silence.


  Only a few hours before, the terror from above had struck earth for the third time, and this time with the most terrible results thus far. For the victim had been Chicago! The colossal scoop which the excited Finn had attempted to describe had descended lightning-like out of the skies at dusk, and with incredible swiftness had cut a vast lane of destruction through the city.


  The giant thing had been seen more or less clearly by many thousands, despite the swiftness of its action. It was colossal in size, much like a steam-shovel’s scoop in shape, glittering strangely, as though composed of an unknown metal. Its top disappeared far above into the night.


  The thing had struck the city’s southern acres and in a moment, with a roar as of worlds splitting apart, had cut northward across the city and for a mile or more out into the lake, then flashing up into the dusk as swiftly as it had descended. Chicago was in uncontrollable panic, Chaos of unnameable fear, and troops were on their way to quell the lawless rioting and looting that had already begun.


  When we read that, both Dr. Howard and I were silent for some time, listening to the disturbed hum and roar of excitement that penetrated the room from outside. And before either of us could speak, we were sharply aroused by the coming of a telegram. Dr. Howard read the brief message twice, then handed it to me, without comment.


  An hour later saw us in a great army plane flying southward through the night toward Washington.


  A Conference


  It was still night when our plane slanted out of the darkness into the blazing landing-field lights. A powerful car awaited us, and as it sped with reckless speed across the city which was as aroused, excited, and horror-stricken as New York, we could distinguish now and then the great dome of the Capitol, gleaming white in the light of dawn.


  In a short time we were inside the Capitol, and were ushered into a small panelled room where a dozen or more men seated around a table awaited us.


  I recognized at once the strong face of President Rogers, at the table’s end, and perceived, also, the well-known features of the Secretaries of War and of the Navy. Beside them were the ambassadors of Great Britain, Germany, France, and a half-dozen other great powers, while secretaries and aides hovered in the background. It was the group, representative of the world’s governments, that the President had gathered together at once after the Chicago cataclysm, and he had summoned Dr. Howard to meet with it.


  He greeted my superior and myself courteously; but the strain that he was under showed as clearly in his face, as it did in the others about the table. At once he plunged toward the point.


  “Dr. Howard, some days ago you gave to the press a suggested explanation of the Mannlertown and Finland cataclysms which was, despite your scientific eminence, too startling to be accepted by the world or by your fellow-scientists. That explanation has now been shown by this catastrophe that has riven Chicago to have been irrefutably true. We must accept, unprecedented as the situation is, the fact that vessels of some sort from outer space are actually trawling the earth’s surface from above its atmosphere, that trawl having been seen at Chicago by thousands, as it was seen in Finland. You alone among scientists have comprehended the nature of this menace. We have called you here to suggest some method of meeting it.”


  Dr. Howard was silent and thoughtful for a moment, gazing from one to another of the anxious faces at the table, then the President spoke again.


  “You must be well aware of what the result of continued catastrophes of this sort will be. Already the wildest panic has gripped the section around Chicago, and the rest of the country. The whole world in fact is trembling upon the brink of a similar panic. The very uncertainty of these disasters encourages panic. None can say that the next blow will not be in his city and cut away his home and his life. All are aware now that your theory is correct, and that adds to the horror. For if a vessel or vessels with alien beings of some sort in it actually hover far above, none can say what greater horrors it may still loose upon us. We must strike back in some way, must drive these beings, whatever their nature, from the earth. Would there be any chance of doing so with dirigibles or planes, in your opinion?”


  “Not a chance, sir,” Dr. Howard replied at once. “The rarity of the atmosphere at its surface makes even an attempt impossible, for no ship of ours could ever reach the surface of the atmosphere.”


  “But what are we to do? Is there no method by which we can combat this menace? Must we lie supine and let whatever cataclysmic terror they choose descend on us?”


  All eyes were upon Dr. Howard as he gravely answered. “Since I first comprehended what lay behind these catastrophes I have sought for some method of halting them, some method of striking back at whatever ship or ships from space are hovering over us. To find such a method I have had recourse to the same analogy that has been made so terribly clear to us, the analogy between ourselves at the bottom of our air-ocean and the creatures at the sea’s bottom.


  “Suppose those creatures far within the sea’s depths had some intelligence and science, and suppose they wished to halt the trawling of our ships whose great scoops sweep down now and again upon them. How could they do so? They could not venture up to the ocean’s surface. But one thing they could do, and that would be to send up something that would fight for them, that would make it impossible for the trawling ships to cruise longer on the surface!


  “They could, granted science and intelligence enough, construct great mines in vast numbers. These, if attached to air-filled globes, would be swept instantly up to the ocean’s surface when released. They would float there indefinitely, and any ships cruising to and fro would sooner or later strike one and be destroyed, unless they were warned by the previous destruction of one. In this way the creatures of the sea’s depths could prevent our cruising above and trawling for them.


  “And this is the way we must use to fight the beings who now cruise far above us! We must mine the air! We must send up thousands of great mines constructed so that they will float up to the surface of earth’s atmospheric ocean and remain near that surface where, we know, the ships of these space-beings are coming and going. With thousands of mines floating about some of the invaders will inevitably be destroyed by a collision with one of them.


  The others were silent for a moment. Then the Secretary of War broke out:


  “Mine the air!” he repeated incredulously. “But how? How could any mine be constructed to float up in that way, so light as to float on the atmosphere’s surface?”


  By Means of Steelite


  “There we have recourse again to our analogy,” Dr. Howard declared. “If a mine attached to a great hollow globe of air were released at the sea’s bottom it would rush up toward the surface and float there. In the same way, a mine attached to a great globe in which is a complete vacuum would rush up through our air-ocean!


  “We can construct those globes of the strongest and lightest material known—steelite. As you all know, steelite is the recently devised metal that has immensely greater strength than steel but the merest fraction of its weight. The tensile strength of a substance, its hardness and other qualities, depend directly upon the arrangement of its molecules. By the recent discoveries of Browning we know that when steelite is synthetically made the arrangement of the molecules is such that it forms an extremely strong and rigid substance. This gives the material unheard-of strength with unheard-of lightness.


  “A forty-foot globe of steelite can be made, with a charge of explosives of terrific power attached to it that will detonate when the globe is touched. This done, all air is exhausted from the hollow globe by great pumps, until the vacuum inside it is almost complete. The enormous strength of the steelite shell prevents its being crushed by the atmosphere’s pressure as an ordinary steel shell would be.


  “Released, the vacuum globe with its deadly charge will shoot up through the atmosphere with terrific speed. Its lightness for its size will be such that it will not halt until it floats on the very surface of our atmosphere. We will make these globes in countless thousands, each with its charge, and release them. Each globe will have a device that will repel any other, so that they do not detonate each other. We will sow the surface of our atmosphere with these deadly air-mines! Sooner or later the ship or ships cruising to and fro on our atmosphere’s surface will strike one arid will be destroyed by its detonating charge. In this way, and only in this way, can we fight back against the beings from space who are releasing this horror on us!”


  “But to make these globes or mines in such numbers will engross all the earth’s industrial activities!” the British ambassador exclaimed.


  “It will,” Dr. Howard agreed quietly. “But what of it?” Have you not yet realized that a world crisis is upon us? Have you not yet realized that in this case there is no question of countries or races, of profits or dividends, or expediencies, but that we, as men, are fighting for the existence of man? That we are fighting against beings who may be immeasurably more advanced in knowledge and power than ourselves?”


  “Dr. Howard is right,” said the President. “Gentlemen, this emergency must be clear to you all, and I think that it is equally clear that Dr. Howard’s plan is the only one that affords any possibility of combatting this terror from above. I place all the resources of the United States of America at your command. Dr. Howard, and I know that when the representatives of the other nations here have reported to their governments they will do the same. The whole world’s efforts must concentrate upon the prevention of these terrible disorders.”


  “There is but one thing earth’s peoples can do,” Dr. Howard said. “Make air-mines! Thousands, tens of thousands—they must be turned out in ceaseless floods and released. For it is only with them that we can repel the menace above us.”


  Make air-mines! It was the watchword of all earth’s races within a few hours of that momentous meeting. For the President and the heads of the earth’s other governments sent statements in which Dr. Howard’s suggested method of combatting the danger was stressed as the world’s one chance. Thousands of air-mines must be made at once and continue to be turned out until the menace was repelled—scientists agreed, as one man, that it was the one possible way of fighting these grim visitors from space who were hovering in their enigmatic vessels at the surface of our atmosphere.


  Within a half day after the meeting Dr. Howard and I, aided by several masters of aeronautical, chemical, and physical sciences had drawn up the plans of the air-mines. Each was to be a hollow steelite globe forty-two feet in outside diameter. This would give the globes a gross lifting power of about five thousand pounds and net of about twenty-five hundred. Attached in a special chamber at the side of each was the charge, a load of the most modern explosives, small in bulk but terrific in power, while striking-pins on the globe’s sides made it inevitable that the charge be exploded whenever the globe was struck.


  Through the night of the 6th, hundreds of men were busy in Washington turning out copies of the simple plans of the air-mine, and scores of planes were flying throughout the world with copies for all nations. On the 7th the manufacture of the great engines had already been begun in a hundred cities.


  But on the night of the 7th the terror struck again. This time it was with small loss of life, but the psychological effects were far greater. It was upon upper Malaysia that the giant, glittering trawl descended, flashing down to rip a great trench of destruction through the jungle and along the edge of a native village, then flashing up again, leaving untold panic behind it.


  The First Globe


  As best they could, the governments of earth sought to dissipate the panic, pointing out that few lives had been lost, and urging greater efforts in the production of the air-mines. Already the first great steelite globes were rolling out of the big factories, and were being quickly being fitted with the charge of explosives.


  It was early on the morning of the 12th that the first air-mine was finished and released. Dr. Howard and I superintended the process, which took place outside one of the great Pittsburgh steelite works that was turning out the globes. Anchored securely to the ground, the globe was slowly exhausted of its air by the giant air-pump that had been equipped for the task.


  The pump was disconnected. Then the globe was removed to a large open field near-by and reanchored. We could see clearly that the mighty globe, of incredible lightness, was straining upward with such force against the anchoring chains that held it that it seemed they must part. Dr. Howard reached forth and turned the lever that held the great globe anchored. There was a whizzing sound, a puff of air in our faces, and the great air-mine had vanished, rushing upward at such tremendous speed that it had seemed to disappear before our eyes.


  We all gazed up after it, as though to follow its course upward until it floated at last on the surface of earth’s atmosphere. I think that the same thought held us all. This air-mine, this single globe we had released—it seemed such a puny weapon to use against beings who from mighty ships had let down the colossal trawl upon us. Was there actually any hope for us in this method?


  Perhaps this doubt was felt by many then, but there was no cessation of the work, which after all held our only chance of striking back at the great space invaders above. By the next day, here and there over earth’s surface, scores of the air-mines were being released, to rush upward. In Germany and the English midlands, in Russia and Pennsylvania and Indiana—everywhere on earth’s surface where the air-mines could be made and assembled—they were being released in groups.


  The great industrial leaders of the world had gathered, under Dr. Howard’s heading, to devise plans for the quantity production of the air-mines with the greatest possible speed. Already great factories were being hastily equipped with special machinery, and the explosive factories of the world as well as those producing the repelling devices were working night and day to manufacture the needed materials.


  By the 15th, scores of the globes were being released each hour, here and there over the world, and their number was rapidly increasing. Dr. Howard was sleeping but two hours out of twenty-four, it seemed, remaining night and day at the Washington office that had become the center of the world’s activities. He estimated that within a week the air-mines would be pouring forth at the rate of a thousand a day.


  “The great danger,” he said, “is that the next attack on us might hit one of the great cities so hard that the inevitable panic will cause a cessation on work on the air-mines.”


  “But how long is the work to go on in any case?” I asked. “There must be thousands of globes floating already upon the atmosphere’s surface.”


  “There need to be tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands,” lie said solemnly. “They must be sent forth until these terrible trawlings from above have entirely ceased.”


  I shook my head, for I could see that already many, tired of the ceaseless work, were crying out that the scheme was a crazy one. Others had begun to say that whatever space visitors had been above had already departed. But these statements were swiftly silenced on the next morning, that of the 16th, by the fifth catastrophe.


  This fifth blow took place at one of New York’s residential suburbs, Scarsdale, and while it took a toll of life exceeded only by that of the Chicago horror, it was different from the others in one odd respect. The great trawl seemed to descend and gouge along the earth with somewhat smaller speed than in the other instances, and was seen very plainly and even escaped from in time by some people in the vicinty.


  It was described as being very like the familiar steam-shovel scoop in shape, but of a glittering metal that all agreed was not native to the earth. The top of it, what supported it, ran up into the mists of the morning sky. They were many shining strands, and very slender for the colossal weight they supported. They gleamed with strange light and it was the opinion of many that if they were of metal they had in some unheard-of way been given supernatural strength.


  At Scarsdale perhaps twelve hundred perished in the sweep of the giant scoop, which seemed to make a smaller gash than usual. A few who had heard the trawl crashing toward them had managed to flee from its path in time to escape it.


  Hope and Fear


  This fifth catastrophe marked the beginning of the terror’s last period. Until then earth’s peoples had hoped against hope that in some unexplained way the whole business was the result of natural forces, but now they could no longer doubt that far overhead were hovering vessels or vehicles dragging their trawls here and there over the earth’s surface for their own unfathomable purposes. Dread was upon the earth! At any moment of day or night the giant trawl might crash down in terrible annihilation.


  It was the sword of Damocles, suspended over a helpless world!


  The days after the Scarsdale terror saw the world’s activities at their most intense pitch. Dr. Howard and I were occupied without end in the direction of the manufacture and distribution of the air-mines. For he was now having them released, not at the factories where they were assembled, but at various points over the earth, so that they would cover more uniformly the surface of the atmospheric ocean.


  Day after day we sent them out. I know that to me those days were part of a dream of nightmare activity and tension. Again the world was waiting in dread for the coming of the great trawl. It did not come again, for reasons which we shall never guess, until the 19th. That interval of three days between trawlings was the longest that had yet elapsed. We owe much to it. Perhaps our world.


  For in those days the air-mines were whizzing upward in fast-increasing numbers. By the 19th they were ascending at the rate of more than a thousand a day. All of earth’s peoples, in the industrial regions at least, seemed toiling upon the one task of making the great globes. The world’s hopes were raised. We were winning, it seemed, by sowing the atmosphere’s surface thick with air-mines that sooner or later must demolish all or part of the space invaders. We were exultant, even. And then—


  Shortly after dark on the 19th a trawl flashed down to gouge most of the town of Martiana, in southern Norway, from the face of the earth.


  On the morning of the 20th another trawl, or the same one, descended and gouged the bed of the Mediterranean just off Capri and in full sight of its shore.


  A little before noon on the 21st a trawl was glimpsed plowing a vast wound in the Sudan desert near a British outpost. And three hours later a trawl cut a terrific trail of annihilation squarely across the city of Algiers.


  Earth and the races of the earth rocked beneath those fearful cataclysms, striking in such swift succession. With them the activities upon which are races of man had been so fearfully bent—the manufacture of the air-mines—began to dwindle. By the 20th the number of air-mines released had fallen off a little, and after the catastrophes of that and the next day it was even smaller. Dr. Howard’s reports showed that on the 22nd but four hundred air-mines had been released in comparison with the twelve hundred released but three days before.


  Mankind was giving up the battle in despair!


  Panic was breaking loose over the earth, a panic and dread that nothing could restrain. Toiling thousands quit their work upon the manufacture of air-mines in hopeless despair. Mobs began to appear in the streets of London, New York, Shanghai, and Sydney, and rioting became general. The world was going mad with fear!


  Dr. Howard strove above all else to keep the manufacture of the air-mines going. Under his urgent pleadings the governments of earth used their troops to protect and continue that manufacture as well as might be, instead of using them to suppress the growing riots. The production of the globes leaped again to almost a thousand a day. Each day saw them whizzing up to join the thousands upon thousands already floating at the surface of earth’s atmosphere.


  And yet it seemed all so futile. It was not like striking back at a visible enemy, this frantic manufacture and release of the mines. Men would have been happier by far, I think, had they faced more terrible enemies in the plain light of day. I know that in those last days of an apparently disintegrating world I would have been easier in mind.


  “It’s a race against time now, Ransome,” said Dr. Howard. “We cannot continue the production of air-mines much longer—and civilization is crashing now!”


  “But is there no other way?” I cried. “My God, Howard, these air-mines are useless—we’ve sent up tens of thousands and they can be no more than a sprinkling in the vast extent of the atmosphere’s surface. To try some other way—”


  “There is no other!” he exclaimed. “Ransome, we must fight it out to the end! The air-mines—they’re our one chance!”


  “But we can’t send up many more,” I said. “The rioting in Germany has become so bad that all the factories save two that were making mines there have quit. We’ve no more than a dozen factories left in Europe and hardly more than that in America!”


  “As long as we can release one mine we’ll do so!” he declared. “Man’s crisis is here—and he’s got to have the courage now to fight in the dark against an unknown foe for his existence!”


  Somehow Dr. Howard’s indomitable will held together in those last days the thread of organization between the factories and their sources of supply, despite the wide-spread outbreaks that were going on. Fewer and fewer were becoming the air-mines released, but still they were being made and sent whizzing upward.


  But on the 25th it became apparent to all that our last efforts were flickering out. Then late on that day came news of the tenth trawl. It had descended a hundred miles south of Rio de Janeiro to crash across a plantation with the loss of a score of lives. And hardly had that dread news spread around the earth than came word that the trawl had again flashed down a few hours later to gouge a terrific scar from the side of one of the peaks of the Peruvian Andes.


  The end! With the spreading of those two reports its seemed so. For they so deepened the blind and unreasoning fear that had gripped mankind that the production of air-mines all but ceased on that day, only a few dozens continuing to be assembled and released. Panic-mad mobs caused chaos in the greater cities. Every organization of civilization seemed breaking down, and troops called to suppress wild outbreaks fought pitched battles with the mobs.


  On the night of the 26th came the crisis for mankind. For it was known that all man’s efforts to halt the menace from above had failed, that mankind lay defenseless beneath the grim and terrible invaders from beyond, who might at any time loose even greater horrors upon us. Man had fought an enemy he had never even seen and had lost! He had fought an enemy who apparently cared no more for the wrecking of mankind far beneath than we do of the insects beneath our feet!


  Victory?


  Through the hours of that dread night I sat with Dr. Howard and with the last of our remaining organization in the Washington office. Outside, to the east the sky was red with the glow of flames, where a mob had set fire to looted buildings. From afar we heard the crackle of shots, the rumble of hurrying tanks, and the wild uproar of cries as troops sought to bring order out of the chaos of a dissolving civilization. We were silent, in a silence that made each minute age-long. And it was there, silent, almost toward morning, that the last messenger of mankind’s hope found us.


  He was a dishevelled young radio operator and it was some moments before we comprehended what he was babbling frantically forth to us. When we did, twenty minutes saw us in the air and speeding southward through the night with an army aviator.


  Over the fear-mad, riot-blazing city and through the night out over other cities we sped, at the plane’s utmost velocity, Dr. Howard peering ahead with face set, I gripping the cockpit’s rim with nervous, trembling fingers. We were still speechless as our plane raced southward. It was not until dawn was streaking the sky eastward that the plane bumped down into a field a few miles from a little Georgia village.


  We found men awaiting us, in uniform and civilian clothes, and all were half-hopeful, half-awed. Swiftly they told us what had happened.


  Shortly after midnight citizens near the village had heard a faint, almost inaudible but clear sound of detonation, coming as though from far above. Almost in the next instant had come another detonating sound, as faint as the first, and then silence. But a few instants later, coming from the west of the village, they heard in quick succession two terrific prolonged crashings as of some thing or things falling from an immense height.


  They had thought the trawl was descending on them, at first, and had fled from it for some distance. But after moments of hesitation they had made their way to the scene of the crashes, and what they found had made them get word quickly to the soldiers in a nearby town, whose first act had been to radio Dr. Howard.


  The captain, who was the commanding officer, told this much to Dr. Howard; together we went across the grassy fields. Before us, as we rose over a slope, there loomed a great column of steam going up into the sparkling light of day. We went very near to it before we halted. So near that we could see even through its veiling mists great shattered masses of glittering metal, buried almost completely in the soft earth, from which they had smashed a huge crater in striking. We stared at it for a time, not daring to go nearer for the heat that had caused the steam still radiated intensely from the shattered metal. Not far across the fields was a thinner steam-column, and they told us that the colossal metal mass that caused it was buried even deeper in the earth, so deep that hardly any part of it could be distinguished.


  Dr. Howard and I stared at the two giant geysers of white vapor. It was victory, we knew. Victory, whether partial or complete, over the space visitors who had held earth beneath such a spell of terror. Far above, cruising on the surface of earth’s atmosphere, two of their mighty vessels had struck a field of the air-mines we had released, had crashed in shattering annihilation through the dark night!


  Victory! Yet it was not as I had dreamed the victory would be. I had thought of a wild climax after a terrific battle. It was so strange, so different. Just Dr. Howard and I and the khaki-clad soldiers and the wondering villagers, standing there in the soft light of the Georgia dawn, in the quiet fields with only the sound of birds about us, gazing so quietly toward those twin gigantic steam-columns. Then realization of what it meant struck through to my terror-numbed heart. Victory, whether partial or complete—it meant the dissolution of the spell of horror that had gripped earth, the gathering of earth’s forces to carry on the struggle, if need be, against foes whom we now knew were not invincible. Victory, and in a few moments the word of it would be flashing out around the earth . . .


  Our victory proved complete after all, at least in so far as it marked the end of the terrible trawlings. Whether the two huge space-ships that had met their end over Georgia were the only ones to come to earth, or whether there were others that were forced to flee by this destruction of their fellows, we cannot say. We know only that after the fall of those two through the night, the colossal trawls did not descend again. But for days, weeks, and months, the world waited in anxious dread for their reappearance.


  “We Have Come of Age”


  Even now that dread has not disappeared, wholly.


  For never again will earth seem to us the isolated globe that it once was. We know now that there are ships that come and go out there in the great void, ships from some near or far planet. They came once to visit the earth, to trawl in its air-ocean with their giant scoops, and they may come again. We cannot say that they will not. We can but pray that they will not.


  Of their nature we know no more than before. Dr. Howard and the greatest scientists of the world have examined with the utmost minuteness the two great metal wrecks in Georgia, but have been able to learn comparatively little from them, so fused into molten metal were they by their plunge down through the atmosphere. The glittering metal of which they were constructed has proved quite strange and impossible to produce on earth. There have been found half-melted instruments or mechanisms in small number, whose purpose we cannot as yet understand.


  What of the beings who manned those mighty ships? That is perhaps the greatest question of all, and the most insoluble. A thin coat of strange glistening slime was found on a few parts of the two wrecks not melted.


  Whether that is all that remains of the space-visitors of those ships, whether their bodies were solid or liquid or even gaseous or merely force emanations, we can offer only theories.


  The world has recovered fully from those days of horror, and in recovering has given to Dr. Howard the honors due him. He is beyond all question the greatest figure in the world today and even on myself, as his companion and assistant, some of his fame has fallen. For he is the hero not of any single group or nation or race of men, but of all mankind.


  He has used the tremendous influence that is his alone to urge preparation upon the world, preparation for emergencies of a similar nature that may again arise.


  “Out of the unknown came these dread space visitors to earth,” he warns in an article, “and who knows but that somewhere in the unknown even today other grim vessels are winging through the void toward the earth? It may even be that our present peace is only a respite and that we have repelled the first attack of these unknown beings only to have them coming again upon us in infinitely greater numbers. Sometime in the future, I think, man will have advanced in knowledge to the point where he too will venture into the void, will be able to meet his attackers face to face. But until then the air-mines are our only protection.


  “I want to see vast fields of them floating on the surface of earth’s atmosphere, fields through which no invading space ships from the void outside can make their way. For Providence may not again aid our efforts. Man is probably but one being among the universe’s countless races of living creatures, and he can only hold his planet against others by his own wisdom and strength. Never again can he feel the false security that was ours before these space visitors came.”


  This warning, surely, we are heeding; yet even with the loss of that old false security, we do not face the future with fear. Whatever beings of power the universe holds, we realize now that we too are beings of power. We have fought for our planet against the space visitors and have held it. As a race we have come of age.


  THE PLANT REVOLT


  Weird tales, April 1930


  IT IS WHEN I begin this record of the terror that descended upon man and the world of man that I comprehend best the impossibility of ever completely recording that terror. It is when I begin this account of the doom that threatened all our race that I understand best how little our race, of itself, was able to oppose that doom. There is, in the whole story, none of that dramatic sequence of threat and attack and reply that might be expected in such an epic of struggling species. Rather it seems, now, hardly more than a blind welter of giant forces in which is emphasized nothing but the unimportance and helplessness of those who were the final victors.


  It is only, therefore, because I, Edward Harley, saw as much of the action of that terror as was seen by any man, that I have taken it upon me to write this record. Two years ago, when there came the first reports of that which was to crumble our world, I was chief morphologist of the botany department of the University of Philadelphia. At the time, of course, there was no thought of the real meaning and importance of those reports. Even I, who by reason of my chosen science could comprehend their strangeness better than most men, had surely no thought of any danger connected with them.


  Those first heralds of the approaching doom appeared for the most part as inconspicuous items, published in the Philadelphia and other newspapers early in May. They consisted of reports from a number of gardeners and farmers near the village of Hartville, in the central Pennsylvanian mountains, regarding the curious behavior of the early plantings there. Seeds planted a short time before, they reported, of numberless different varieties of plant, fruit and vegetable, had grown during that time with a very surprising rapidity, sending up shoots that would ordinarily not have resulted from a month’s growth. This, while extraordinary enough, was not the most astounding feature of the reports, however. That was the fact that these phenomenal shoots and seedlings were almost without roots whatever, and that although stems and shoots continued to develop prodigiously they showed no inclination whatever to develop roots.


  It was, certainly, a phenomenon surprising enough, coming from an area of several square miles around Hartville, and it was made the more surprising by the fact that within the next few days similar reports began to come in from growers over half the eastern United States, describing a phenomenal growth of seedlings and a condition of rootlessness exactly similar. By the end of the week the thing had been reported also from England and from California, from Sweden and from Australia, and it began to be realized, by the great press agencies, that the condition was worldwide, whatever its cause. And though but small interest was taken in the matter by the world’s city-dwellers, whose knowledge of and interest in all things rural was slight indeed, by those in farming and suburban regions and by botanists it was accorded great attention and discussion.


  For by then the thing had become in all truth amazing enough. Not only was the astounding and unnatural growth of rootless shoots continuing, it was reported, but instead of developing leaves as they should their hot-house growth was resulting only in strange, flexible tendrils, while the plants, of all kinds, seemed to have a great tendency to spread out, to grow horizontally instead of vertically. And, more astonishing still, plants and shrubs and even small trees already growing seemed affected by the same phenomenon, their roots slowly withering away, slowly disappearing, their growth many times accelerated, and their leaves giving way to strange tendrils that pushed forth from axis and stems. Surely no such spring had ever been seen by men, and the climax was capped, some ten days after the first reports, when it was made known that observations showed the more rootless of the plants to have developed a very slow movement or power of movement, an infinitely slow crawling across the ground by means of stems and tendrils.


  IT is not wonderful that those later reports should have obtained but small credit save among eye-witnesses. Even my own reaction to them was that which I expressed to Dr. Herman Holm, my superior in the university’s botany department, in response to his mention of them.


  “Plants losing their roots and moving!” I scoffed, as we passed out of the building one morning, and he spoke of them. “That’s your modem press—twisting the truth all ways to make a sensation.”


  “But there does seem something in it, Harley,” said Holm quietly. “I was out in the field yesterday and the day before, hunting speciments of Sarracenia purea for some work of mine, and there’s hardly a species that hasn’t changed—hasn’t lost part or even almost all of its roots, among the smaller plants, with leaves giving way to tough hollow tendrils.”


  I stared at him. “You don’t really mean to say it’s all true?” I asked him. “That the cabbages and celery are losing their roots and walking around arm in arm?”


  He laughed at my picture of it, but sobered again. “I’m afraid it’s pretty comprehensive,” he told me. Then, as we were passing just then down the stone steps, he reached down into the shrubbery bed that encircled the building to pluck forth a small seedling of Comus stolonifera, or dogwood, there. “Look at this,” he said, showing it to me. “You seethe roots are almost gone but the plant is healthy enough, and with tendrils pushing out instead of leaves.”


  I took it unbelievingly, but as my eyes ran over it I frowned with quick interest. The little plant was, indeed, a most extraordinary spectacle to the trained eye of a botanist! Its roots, which should have been thick and fibrous, had apparently shrunk and withered until there was left of them but a few thick stubs. The stems had grown greatly recently, it was apparent, but instead of shooting up vertically had spread out in all directions like those of some flat shrubs. Where the leaves should have been sprouting there was a series of little brown tendrils pushing forth; as he had said, tendrils that were hollow but extraordinarily tough and flexible, seeming like continuations of the stems, but obviously taking the place of leaves in drawing the plant’s food elements from the air.


  I gazed at it in fascinated interest, then reached down quickly to pull another, which proved exactly the same. I gazed down, then, saw in the bed beside us a small specimen of Rhamnus cathartica, a few inches in height, sprawled out flatly also. But when I reached down for it I gave an exclamation of surprise, for in it the roots had dwindled to one or two little projections beneath the base of the stem, and it was only necessary to lift the plant from the ground. Then, as I gazed at it lying flat on my hand in the sunlight, a thing happened which, in spite of the immeasurably greater and more terrible things that I have experienced since, chills me yet with revulsion. The stems of the little plant moved—moved, not by the wind, as for a moment we thought must be the case, but with life—moved blindly, gropingly, over my palm toward my cuff, its tendrils and stems crawling slowly toward it!


  With a sharp exclamation I dropped the thing, then looked at Holm with wide eyes. “Like a damn snake in my hand, the thing felt,” I said. And then, my wonder surmounting my revulsion: “But this is fantastic, Holm!”


  “For once the newspapers haven’t exaggerated,” he agreed. “And according to them the same phenomena are appearing in all but the biggest forms of plant life, over all earth.”


  “Fantastic,” I repeated. “And no one knows what the cause of the thing is?”


  “Not the real cause—no,” he said slowly, “But I’ve found that without doubt the immediate cause is—”


  HOLM did not finish the sentence for me, a friend joining us at that moment, but I found it finished in the newspapers of the next morning, for in them I found the interviews which their reporters had obtained from Holm after our conversation. By then the world-wide extent of the phenomenon, and its importance, had begun to be realized. Practically every form of plant life up to the large trees, and especially the ferns and conifers, was developing swiftly along the lines already discovered, roots vanishing, stems spreading, tendrils replacing foliage, and showing in many cases an elementary power of movement. That latter phase of the thing added, indeed, a somewhat comic element to the situation just then, for gardeners and farmers reported that plants of various sorts which had been sown in straight rows had developed such powers of slow movement as in many cases to scatter them random over the fields. It was natural for the newspapers to turn to the botanists for explanations of the thing, and it was natural for those in the Philadelphia region to turn to Dr. Holm, as a botanist of unrivaled reputation.


  The interviews with Dr. Holm which appeared in that morning’s newspapers added to that reputation, since he gave the first clear explanation of the phenomenon which had yet appeared. “It is known to all,” Holm said, “that plants are living things, and that like all living things they require certain food elements. There are nine elements necessary for the life of plants—carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, nitrogen, sulfur, phosphorus, potassium, calcium and magnesium.


  The first three of those elements, carbon, hydrogen and oxygen, the plant is able to obtain from the air, chiefly in the form of carbon dioxide and water vapor. The remaining six elements are not present in the air, and must be sought for in the earth, in the soil. Therefore the plant sends down roots into the soil to obtain those six remaining elements and bring them up into the plant, just as the first three are brought down into the plant from the air by the stems and leaves.


  “But suppose those six elements were present in the air. Then the plant could obtain them, could obtain all its food elements, from the air by its stems and leaves and tendrils, and would have no need of roots in the soil. And it is for that reason that the roots of almost all plant life are now withering and vanishing. Those six latter elements, in the form of gaseous compounds, have been added recently to earth’s atmosphere, in quantities detected by the university’s laboratories and other laboratories recently, quantities so small as to be hardly detectable by us, but large enough to furnish all plant life with those elements, to make their roots unnecessary, to atrophy and wither away those roots as is now being done. It may be that those gaseous compounds, those six elements, have been poured forth into our atmosphere by volcanic craters opening in the earth’s crust, or it may be that earth is passing through a cloud of such gases in space, but the fact is clear that it is the addition of those gases to earth’s atmosphere that is causing this great change in earth’s plant life.


  “Neither is it surprising that with roots vanishing the plant forms are acquiring a power of free movement. It will be recalled that my own former associate, Dr. Jackson Mandall of the University of Philadelphia, whose disappearance two years ago was such a loss to the science of botany, was strongly of the opinion that plants, if spared the necessity of roots by obtaining all needed elements from the air, would swiftly develop powers of movement. It was Dr. Mandall’s theory that plant forms are in reality as living and conscious as animal forms, but are bound to immobility by their roots alone, and that if the necessity of roots were removed from them they would equal animals in powers of movement. The theory seems in some sense borne out by the changes of the last weeks in the plant life of earth.


  “But how long will these changes continue? That is less easy to say, since it depends directly upon how long these gaseous compounds continue to be poured into our atmosphere. If, as seems most probable, they are being poured forth by volcanic fissures, the outpouring of them will doubtless subside soon, and the changes in plant life cease. Plants that have lost their roots altogether during this period of change will likely be entirely and almost immediately killed by the ceasing of this outpouring. But if that outpouring of gases ends soon it will be found, I think, that earth’s plant life will for the most part soon return to its former state. Of course, a continued outpouring of such gases into the atmosphere over a period of time would result in an increase of plant powers of movement and other powers to an unpredictable extent, but it is unnecessary to say that no one anticipates such a condition.”


  This was the substance of Dr. Holm’s statement on the matter, and coming as it did from the man who, since the disappearance of his brilliant associate, Dr. Mandall, was recognized as the nation’s leading botanist, it was considered final. The phrases which he had used concerning the temporary quality of the phenomenon had a soothing effect on those who had begun to show concern over the world’s food supply. And though the gaseous compounds of the six elements mentioned were undeniably present in earth’s atmosphere, it was taken for granted, as he had said, that they were only there temporarily. Thus, the effect of Dr. Holm’s statement was to diminish the sensation that had been caused by the thing, and although it was still featured by the press in the next few days, it was in a somewhat lower key.


  While the thing was of utmost interest to myself, as a botanist, I had small enough time to spend in studying it, being just then occupied in preparing examinations for my classes. Dr. Holm, I had reason to believe, was devoting close study to it, and though I did not see him in those next few days I heard that he was very much occupied. Except for a few botanists like him, though, the increasing changes of the plants in those next days got little enough attention. Enough there were to consider in dismay the odd and leafless condition of their tendril-clustered shrubs, to exclaim over the rootlessness of their garden plants, to worry concerning their oddly behaving crops, to shout with laughter at the sight of slow tendrils moving blindly, gropingly, painfully, of small plants crawling infinitely slowly over the soil. But surprise and worry and laughter were all that were aroused by these phenomena that were, unknown to all of us, the first heralds of the terror that was to come.


  IT was just five days after Dr. Holm’s statement that the Hartville horror burst upon the peoples of earth.


  Looking back upon that horror now, I think that it was its utter unexpectedness that made it most terrible. Dr. Holm had, indeed, in his statement, admitted that the great changes in earth’s plant life might continue to an unpredictable extent, were the outpouring of gaseous compounds into earth’s atmosphere to continue. And that that outpouring, whatever its source, was continuing, was known to all from the daily chemical analyses made of the atmosphere. But despite the fact that we all thus knew the changes must be continuing, none of us, not even Dr. Holm or myself, ever dreamed of what thing was to come of those changes for Hartville and for the world.


  Hartville was that village in the central Pennsylvanian mountains from which the first reports of changes in plant life had come, and in the succeeding days the changes that were taking place over all earth seemed more advanced at Hartville than at any other place. The village itself was made up of one or two straggling streets of homes, with some three or four hundred inhabitants, and with a few places of business. It lay at the bottom of a deep valley between two spurs of the eastern Appalachians, and all about it stretched the thick green forest, covering the mountains on each side, even over their flat summits, lapping over the deep valley like a green sea of vegetation in which the village and its clearing were the only island. There were few farms in that section, most of the villagers being retired farmers from farther up the valley.


  The changes in plant life had been first observed by these villagers in their gardens and in the surrounding forest, and in the days that had followed, while those changes were taking place over all earth, it had been clearly evident that they were farther advanced always in the region about Hartville. The plant life there was losing its roots faster, was developing more tendrils, was acquiring a greater power of slow crawling movement. They had reported, too, that almost all plant life save the larger trees was tending to change into what seemed a single form, so far as could be seen—an octopus-like plant-mass, a thick rootless stem with many branching tendrils. Many of these plants had been seen crawling very slowly and blindly through the forests about the village.


  And these plant-masses, they asserted, had developed also another curious power, more unusual even than that of movement, being none other than the power of catching and devouring insects. This, of course, had always been a power of certain plants such as the sundew and Venus flytrap and others, but now it was shared by all the plant-masses about the village. Observation showed that they accomplished this by grasping with their tendrils any beetle or insect which settled upon them, gripping it so tightly as to kill it at once. Held thus, a green and sticky fluid was exuded from the tendril walls upon the dead insect. This had the effect of swiftly disintegrating and decaying the body of the creature held, so swiftly indeed that within an hour or less almost all of it would have been drawn down into the stem of the plant-mass through the hollow tendrils, those tendrils then releasing whatever shell or bone or hard part of the body was left.


  It was this new phase of the phenomenon, certainly the most sensational so far, that took Dr. Holm and me to Hartville on the day after that on which we heard of it.


  “Something strange there is in that Hartville region, Harley,” he had said to me. “Why should the changes of plant life have occurred there first? Why should they be farther advanced there than over the rest of earth, unless it is there that the gaseous compounds are pouring into earth’s atmosphere?”


  “But that seems impossible,” I said. “Those gases are supposed to be coming from volcanic craters of fissures, and none have opened there—”


  “Impossible—perhaps so,” he said, thoughtfully, “but perhaps something which we would deem even more impossible is going on there now—something that may mean dread menace to our earth. I’ll not explain now, Harley, but we leave for Hartville in the morning.”


  So it was that late on the next afternoon we entered Hartville, pressing along the rough mountain roads and up the narrow valley between the looming bulk of the mountains on either side until we drove at last into the village. A peaceful spot it seemed to Dr. Holm and me, a neat little mass of white-painted frame buildings lying deep between the giant-like mountains that rose to east and west, with all about it the forest’s encircling thickness. We found it, though, in a state of very perceptible excitement, knots of conversing villagers gathered along its street. And when Dr. Holm had announced his identity and was recognized as the famous botanist, some fifty of them gathered about us, eager to show us at once the extraordinary things going on about them.


  And extraordinary they were, we found, when we accompanied our numerous guides to the edge of the forests that lapped the village round on all sides. For though Dr. Holm and I had noted something of the unusual character of those forests on our drive to the village, we realized now for the first time their truly fantastic appearance. They seemed like the forests of another planet, the greater trees leafless, bearing upon every branch masses of tendrils. And here and there inside the forest’s edge were crawling slowly and gropingly a few of the plant-masses that had been described. Some were but a few inches in diameter, and some were all of six feet, but great or small they seemed all of the same form, octopus-like masses of tendrils on thick rootless stems, groping blindly and very slowly about. Farther back in the encircling forests, we were told, there were believed to be great numbers of the things, but since one or two dogs of the village had failed to return from a venture there a day before none of the villagers had been hardy enough to desire further exploration of them for the time being.


  Dr. Holm was very silent, solemn almost, as we walked back down the village street with our excited guides. I saw him glancing up with a puzzled air toward the forested summits of the mountains and heard him discussing some feature of them with those about him. He did not confide to me, though, whatever thoughts filled him, telling those of the village only that we would make a comprehensive investigation of the forests on the morrow. And when we had returned to the little frame hotel and sat upon its veranda after dinner watching the sunset purple and darken over the western mountains, Dr. Holm was silent still. Gazing out toward those mountains over the dark masses of the forest about us, my own thoughts were not on the morrow’s plans but on the crawling plant-masses that had formed here, that would be beginning to form over all the world. What could be causing these stupendous changes? And what was to be their end?


  Darkness had lain over the village for but a few hours when Dr. Holm and I rose to retire. Already, I saw, the yellow-lighted windows scattered about us were going black, one by one, and by the time I parted from Holm at his door and entered my own room to gaze forth from its window, darkness lay almost completely over the sleeping village. Sleeping there in the white starlight it lay, its encircling forests dark about it, its bordering mountains brooding above it, and for minutes I gazed forth over it, with strange thoughts. When I did turn and enter my bed, however, I found myself so drowsy from our day’s rough journey that I fell almost at once into a dreamless sleep.


  A village sleeping—a world sleeping—as its doom crept upon it . . .


  It was a scream that brought me back to wakefulness hours later, a wild scream from the village street that was followed instantly by others and that brought me erect in bed, trembling. All was still dark about me, and I sensed that it was but an hour or so before dawn. Then as I sat there, tense, there came a final terrible scream from the street, followed by a series of choking gasps, and then by silence. I gazed forth, trembling more with amazement than any other emotion, but could see nothing in the darkness outside, so sprang from bed, hastily donning my clothes, and aware as I did so that a rising tumult was sounding across the village—an opening of doors and windows, a sound of hoarse shouts, and of more screams of terror. By then I was at Holm’s door, but when I flung it open it was to find his room empty, his bed apparently not slept in. Stunned by his absence, I heard the hoarse voice of the hotel’s proprietor beneath me, raced down the stairs with him, and then as he opened the door there met our eyes in the street outside, under the pale starlight, a sight that to this day chills me with terror to remember. The street was full from end to end with hundreds of slow-crawling plant-masses!”


  Plant-masses in hordes, in hundreds, in thousands, that thronged thick in the street before me, that swarmed through all the village. Plant-masses that had gathered in a mass at one place in the street, their numberless tendrils gripping the dead, crushed body of one of the villagers, exuding sticky green fluid upon it. Plant-masses that had swiftly gripped with those tendrils the astounded, half-clad people who had ventured into the street in answer to those wild screams, and who now were themselves screaming as the hordes of plant-things pulled them down. Motionless I gazed, my mind reeling with horror, and then the crawling masses beneath, before me, had brushed against me, had felt my presence there and that of the man beside me, and before we could draw back had whipped forth with myriad tendrils to catch and hold us, to draw us down toward them.


  Never afterward have I been able to collect into coherent form my memories of the moments that followed.


  I remember screaming like a trapped animal, screaming as the hotel owner beside me was screaming, as we were drawn resistlessly downward by those clutching tendrils. I remember struggling madly in their grip, and of being aware, even in that nightmare-like moment of struggle, of the things about me; of the men and women and children caught by those crawling masses that swarmed about them, drawn down and inward by their clutching tendrils; of dead bodies held within those tendrils’ grip and covered rapidly with exuding green fluid.


  These things flashed before my vision in that moment as I was drawn downward by the tendrils that held me. Then with a sudden revulsion that awoke me from the stupefaction of horror that had made my struggles weak, I struck out with all my force at the things that held me, strove to tear from me the clinging tendrils that had coiled about me. But those tendrils were like tough ropes holding me, and while I tore one loose two others were grasping me, so that steadily I was being drawn downward, still other plant-masses swarming about me. I saw that the man beside me had been pulled to the ground by three great plant- masses and that with their deadly grip about him his wild threshing was swiftly ceasing, the green sticky fluid from them coating him swiftly as they held him in their grip still, while four others of the great octopus-like things had gripped me. Against that deadly grip my struggles were useless, and even as I tore at the things that held me I knew myself weakening, surrendering. Then, with a sudden last inspiration, my hand went to the long pocket at my thigh, jerked from it and opened the long, thin and keen botanical knife which that pocket held.


  The next moment I had cut with wild slashes the dozen or more tendrils that held me, and as they waved blindly about, dripping green fluid, I reeled to one side from them. Along the starlit street the wild screams of those captured by the plant-masses had lessened, almost ceased, and as I staggered to one side now I saw that I was all but alone living among the hordes of thick-swarming plant-things that filled the village, though here and there and everywhere masses of them were clutching dead bodies, coating them with their green disintegrating fluid, settling to devour them. And at that sight the last remnants of reason left my horror- stunned mind, and I staggered into the street mindless of the plant-masses that crawled in hundreds within it, slashing my way with blind, crazed fury through them as I staggered on.


  On—on—dazedly, insanely, gripped by tendrils of the plant-masses that swarmed about me and that I slashed wildly away, reeling on without knowledge of direction or purpose, throwing myself frenziedly forward with whirling blade until the village was behind On I staggered, into the encircling forests and up the forested slopes, as even then the few survivors of the village behind me were staggering north and south to carry the word of Hartville’s doom to the world.


  THE GRAY light of dawn was filtering through the forest about me when I came at last to my senses, when the mists of horror lifted at last from my brain. I gazed about me. I was high on the forested slope of the great mountain west of Hartville, I found. Around me rose the silent ranks of the great trees, trees the sight of which renewed my horror, since I saw now that the great roots they had formerly had were fast dwindling to stubby projections, and that the masses of tendrils they bore upon their branches were waving slowly about with hideous life. Soon they too would be able to crawl forth at will, great plant-monsters that with the smaller plant-masses would spread untold horror before them!


  I gripped myself, though, striving to consider my situation. Impossible it was to return to Hartville, for that was swarming now with the hordes of the plant-masses that had swept all life from it. To remain in the forests was equally impossible, since with every hour the great trees about me were gaining in horrible life and power. I could not expect help from the outside world, I knew, since even now the terrible metamorphosis that had taken place about Hartville would be taking place over all earth. It was the revolt of all earth’s plant life that was going on, the plant revolt that had begun here at Hartville and that by now would be sweeping the world!


  “Holm!” I whispered, my thoughts shifting suddenly to my friend. “Holm gone—and I—”


  Abruptly I made my decision, swiftly turned. My one chance was to escape from the forest about me to some more barren region, at least, and since I dared not return down into the valley I must surmount the mountain summit, strike out into the country beyond. I started up the slope toward the summit far above, hoping against hope that I might glimpse from that summit some plantless region where I might find refuge from this mighty plant revolt that was springing into being over all the world.


  The time that followed, the hours of that day that I toiled unceasingly upward, I do not like to reflect on now. It was an interminable period in which I struggled up the steep slope through forests fantastically like a dream. Through forests of great trees whose tendrils leaned toward me as I passed them, striving to grip me; through forests of trees stirring with hideous life among which roamed plant-masses large and small that crawled toward me with ever-increasing speed, apprised by some strange sense of my presence, and from which I was hard pressed to escape; on and on upward I toiled, with tree-monsters and plant-masses ever increasing in power and in rapidity of movement about me, until I came at last with sunset to the last thinly-forested slope that led up to the mountain’s flat summit.


  Halting with panting lungs at that slope’s bottom, I saw that about me were no more of the plant-masses. The trees about me, though—naturally stunted trees whose gnarled and looped trunks were unnatural to begin with—seemed even further endowed with terrible life than any I had yet seen.


  Reeling from exhaustion, I labored upward, through the tree-things upon the slope, slashing aside their reaching tendrils that touched and grasped me, upward until I was clambering onto the broad flat summit of the mountain. Even as I had climbed a dim, dull roaring sound had been coming to my ears, and now as I clambered up onto the summit’s surface that roar came to me much louder. For the moment, though, I heeded it not, gazing about me, a light of sunset now full before me.


  The summit on which I stood was flat and irregular of outline, seeming to me about half a mile across. Upon it there were numbers of thick, gnarled trees like those on the slopes, tree-monsters whose massed tendrils shot menacingly toward me as I advanced between them. By quick movements, though, I managed to stumble between them, and then was through them, had reached the edge of a circular clearing that had been made there at the flat summit’s center, a clearing that occupied the greater part of its surface and that was ringed round completely by the writhing, tendriled tree-monsters. As I stumbled out from the menace of those reaching tendrils into that clearing the dull roaring sound I had heard before burst upon my ears loudly. And as I did so I stopped short, stunned, heedless for the moment of the reaching tree-things behind me.


  For at the center of the flat clear space before me there was a pit of a thousand feet in diameter, whose rock walls sank downward and out of the line of my vision, apparently to great depths. And it was from this mighty pit that there came the roaring sound I had heard; for up from that pit was rushing a terrific torrent of wind or air or gases that I knew must be of awful speed and power. At the same time there came to my nostrils a strong and acrid odor of chemicals that I had already noticed on the slope below, an odor of mingled gases. The great change that had taken place in all earth’s plant life, that had taken place here most rapidly of all places—the great man-made pit or shaft before me that was flinging terrific quantities of gaseous compounds into the atmosphere unceasingly—my mind staggered beneath the import of these things, and stunned, dazed, I gazed farther about me.


  Scattered throughout the clearing were several buildings, most of them the type of makeshift shack that is seen around construction sites. But I noticed one building, especially, because it seemed of an incredible solidity and sturdiness for so barren and remote a place. As I gazed at it, wonderingly, the fact dawned on me, so stunning and horrible at first, that I could scarcely comprehend it. This strange building could have but one function: to house an atomic pile.


  The crimson sunset illumined all things about me, and dazedly I stared, until a sound behind me made me whirl around with suddenly renewed terror. It was but the great tree-monsters behind me, though, straining their twisting tendrils out toward me in a vain attempt to reach me. They could not reach me, but all the terror that they inspired in me returned, and I turned quickly away from them toward the makeshift building to my right. Stealthily I approached it, keeping out of line of the open door and the open window, and finally I was crouching beneath that window. And as I reached it, as I crouched silently beneath it, a voice from within came clearly out to me.


  “—and make you see, Holm, what chance you had of preventing me, of preventing what I have decreed for the destiny of the world!”


  Holm! At that name I gasped, and then I raised myself, slowly, silently, until my eyes were above the level of the window beneath which I crouched. Two men were in the room into which I was gazing, I saw instantly; two men, one of whom sat against the wall opposite me, arms and legs bound tightly, and whom I recognized as Holm. He sat silent there, despair upon his face, and facing him, back toward me, was another man, a tall, big-shouldered man with tawny hair, a pistol in his belt. Even as I saw him that man turned slightly toward me, and as I glimpsed the strong profile, the burning gray eyes, I could hardly repress my cry. For it was Mandall. That former associate of Holm’s whose fame as Dr. Jackson Mandall, the brilliant botanist, had been world-wide until his disappearance two years before.


  He was speaking now as Holm, helpless and despairing, was forced to listen to his mad utterances.


  “Stupid Holm, stupid, for you to attempt to thwart my purposes. But you were always so, even when we worked side by side in the university’s laboratories, always working from your unchanging point of view, never doubting in the least but that all plant life had been put on earth for the sole purpose of being useful to us animals—us humans. Never considering that a plant may be and is a more perfect organism than any animal, and that as such it should have a better right to dominate the world than those crude botches of life that make up animal life, human life.


  “You think me mad, Holm. Maybe so, but seeing the chaos and ugliness the animal races spread on earth, I determined that they no longer deserved to live, that the plants are at least equal to them and probably superior. And why not? A plant lives, even as animals live. It breathes as they breathe. It sleeps as they sleep and awakens as they awaken. It eats and drinks as they eat and drink, though in an infinitely superior manner, taking the raw and inorganic elements for its nourishment. You knew all this, Holm; you knew the work of Bose and Kasenin and Taylor; you knew that they have proved that plants can feel pain and can shrink from pain, can be intoxicated by certain substances and can reach toward the pleasure of intoxication, can feel even as animals can feel, and when given the power, can fight their enemies even as animals do. Plants that catch and kill insects and tiny animals in a myriad of ingenious ways, plants that feign death when approached by enemies, plants that store water against the dry season—you knew of these and a myriad others, yet you would not admit that plants have consciousness, intelligence.


  “But I knew that it was in fact only their immobility that had restricted the plant races. If they had no roots to hamper them, if they were able to move at will as animals are able to move, I knew that they would sweep all human and animal life before them from the face of the earth. A plant world, Holm! It was my ideal, a plant world in which a mighty civilization of the cool-minded plant races might some day develop.


  “It was my dream, that, and I resolved to attain it, to loose the great plant races in full power upon earth, to wipe out all those animal species to which I myself, to my misfortune, belonged. So I set to work on the most gigantic task, surely, ever attempted, the task of reversing the order of domination of species that had reigned for such eons on earth, of raising up the plant races to rule and of annihilating for all time the animal races. To do that but one thing was necessary, and that was to give the plants power of movement. And there was a way, I saw, in which that might be accomplished.


  “That way was simple enough in principle. Of the nine food elements required by all plants, only carbon, hydrogen and oxygen are present in the atmosphere in a form obtainable by plants. The remaining six the plant races could obtain only by sending roots down into the soil. If I were to add those six elements to the earth’s atmosphere, in the form of gaseous compounds, the plant life, of earth would need roots no longer. And since it is nature’s rule to swiftly atrophy or wither any part of a living creature no longer used or needed, the roots of all plant life would swiftly vanish. I needed only to add those gaseous compounds to the atmosphere, therefore, to cause a colossal plant revolt over all the earth.


  “So I set myself to cause that plant revolt, in that way. Gathering together all funds I could command I disappeared completely from my accustomed life. My plan required that I find some spot on earth’s surface where all of the six elements I required were present in quantities, and for a long time I searched for such a place. At last, however, I found the place I sought, here on the summit of this mountain above Hartville. The tests I made showed me that at a certain depth were present all the elements I needed, and so at once I began to prepare to use them.


  “To cover my plans I announced myself in Hartville and elsewhere as a mine prospector, and for that expressed reason caused the great shaft here in the summit to be sunk to the depth of the minerals I needed. I had these buildings erected, and very secretly began the installation of an atomic pile to give me an unfailing supply of power, and then when all the supplies and equipment I needed were here I announced myself as dissatisfied with results and abandoned the place. Thus it was soon forgotten by all who knew of it, and in a few weeks. I could come back secretly and begin work here without anyone knowing of my existence.


  “My problem was a great one, to release the six elements I needed from their mineral compounds in the great shaft’s depths, and to build them up again into gaseous compounds that could be poured up into the atmosphere. That is why I chose the atom, as an infinite source of power. I knew that once the plants lost their roots the flow of these food element gases would have to be continuous or they would die. The mightiness and abundance of atomic power would insure their continuation, even after my death.


  “Then, after two years of preparation, I switched on my atomic generator and sat back to watch.


  “I watched, Holm, and saw the plant life about me changing, saw the smaller plants on the mountain’s slopes swiftly losing their roots, acquiring tendrils instead of leaves—tendrils that replaced the leaves, as I saw, because they could more efficiently obtain and ingest the nine elements now taken from the air instead of three. And, drawing themselves slowly over the ground with those tendrils, the plants acquired power of movement. I knew then that my theory had been correct to the last iota, and that given power of movement the plant races could meet the animal races on equal terms and could vanquish them.


  “I watched that change going on upon the mountain, safe from it myself since there was no smaller plant life on the mountain’s summit or upper slopes to form plant-masses that might menace me. And I knew that it was going on, more slowly, over all the world. The radio set I had brought with me informed me of those changes that were puzzling the whole world—changes of which none, not even you, Holm, had suspected the true meaning. And here on the mountain those changes were continuing, and even the stunted trees here on the summit were being affected, were putting forth masses of tendrils and were swiftly losing their roots, were striving also for power of movement. I watched their changes here on the summit, knowing that I could destroy them if I wished at any time before they could become dangerous to me. And so, last night the plant-masses had reached such a state of activity that they were able to pour down into the village in search of the animal food they sensed there, to strike the first great blow of the plant races at the world.


  “And so last night, Holm, you came here in a futile effort to stop the holocaust. But you are too late. For with every hour earth’s plant life changes as it has changed here, and when it shall have completely formed itself over all earth it will sweep all other living creatures from the face of earth and leave the great plant races supreme upon it for all time!”


  Mandall’s voice ceased, and to me, crouching there beneath the window in the fading light of sunset, it seemed that all things about me—the great shaft and its roaring current of gases, the building against which I crouched, the great tree-things whose masses of tendrils whipped restlessly about—that all these things were turning swiftly about me as I listened to the doom which one man had cast upon the world. Then as my spinning brain steadied a little I raised myself again to the window’s edge, peered inside it. Mandall was regarding Holm still with his burning eyes, and as I looked I saw Holm raise his head and face him.


  “Mandall, you’re mad!” he said. “To send this terror upon earth—to raise these plant-creatures against your own race—”


  “My own race!” cried Mandall in mad anger. “My own race, a race of botched animals—a race that I disown! The plant races shall be master, shall sweep it and all others from the face of earth!”


  He wheeled toward the open door, took a step outside, his eyes gazing burningly out over the scene without. And as he did so I clung there for the moment incapable of motion, the horror that had weighed upon my mind with each passing hour seeming to numb it now from further action.


  I strove, though, to gather my whirling thoughts, and raised myself a little farther above the window’s level. Holm was sitting still opposite me, head down, in all his attitude expressing clearly the unutterable despair that filled him’. I gazed fearfully toward Mandall, standing still outside the building’s door, his back toward us, then made a swift motion. Holm, however, had not looked up, had not seen, and now in something like desperation I gave utterance to a low hiss, hardly audible. It was heard by Holm, though, for he looked quickly up at the sound of it, and then was staring at me with suddenly widening eyes, a cry of recognition upon his lips.


  I silenced him in time with a frantic gesture, though, then pointed questioningly toward Mandall, outside the door. Holm looked toward him, his eyes alight now with hope, and then shook his head silently, motioning with his head in explanation toward the pistol plainly in sight in Mandall’s belt. He nodded swiftly toward his own bonds, and I divined instantly that he wished me to release him, and that whereas two of us might overcome Mandall, in spite of his pistol, one could not hope to do it. I glanced again toward Mandall, whose somber gaze over the great vista before him was unchanged, and then drew myself gently up and over the open window’s edge, and lowered myself silently inside.


  Standing motionless for a moment with pounding heart, I took a silent step forward. It was but a dozen steps that separated. me from Holm, yet each one seemed infinite in length as I stepped silently across the room toward him.


  I stole a glance toward Mandall as I moved on, but he had not turned, not moved, and now my hopes were running high as I stepped on, with my knife open in my hand. Holm was watching me come, his soul in his eyes, and then I was beside him, was stooping swiftly and with my blade was severing the bonds that held his wrists, was reaching then to sever those that held his ankles, reaching—


  “Harley! Behind you!”


  It was Holm’s sharp cry beside me that made me whirl instantly around, and as I did so I had a momentary glimpse of Mandall’s tall form towering over me, of the pistol in his hand raised above my head. So sudden had been that warning cry, so swift and sudden had been Mandall’s leap back inside toward me when he had turned to see me, that I had no chance to grasp him, to grapple with him. I could but fling up my arms in a vain attempt to halt the blow from the pistol that even then was descending upon me. For even as I made that vain endeavor to avoid it the blow crashed down upon my head, and then brilliant light seemed to burst from all things about me as I sank nervelessly downward into darkness.


  Pain-shot darkness, black torments of racking pain—it was through those that I struggled back to consciousness. I was aware first of the dull roar of the shaft’s gaseous currents, outside, and then of strange scuffling, smiting sounds that seemed to come from near me. Even then I was aware that it could have been but moments that I had lain in that unconsciousness, for my upflung arms had saved me from much of the force of the blow that had stunned me. Nearly dead from exhaustion as I was, though, after my wild climb up the mountainside, and half unconscious still from the crashing blow, it was only after moments of effort that I could open my eyes.


  I was lying where I had fallen, where Holm had been, and now as I looked slowly about I saw through the open door Holm and Mandall, locked together in a struggle in the clearing outside. My blade had severed the bonds on Holm’s wrists and though his ankles still were tied he was clinging with all the strength of mad despair to Mandall, who was struggling himself to shake him off; silently, except for the sound of their panting breathing and their scuffling over the ground in the clearing outside, with the great tree-monsters beyond them whipping their • tendrils wildly about and straining to and fro.


  I strove to lift myself from the floor, to reel out toward that struggling pair, but my stunned, exhausted body could not obey my will. I saw Mandall gradually beating down Holm’s resistance, and I sobbed, writhed, and then with a supreme effort threw out my arms and dragged myself, only half-conscious still, a little across the floor. I crept forward toward the door, toward that switch which would put the dampers in the atomic pile, the switch that would save the world. On—on—while now Mandall and Holm were reeling still across the clearing in mad battle, always nearer to the great tree-monsters at the clearing’s edge whose tendrils were straining toward them.


  NOW I was within a yard of the switch, was dragging myself forward with the last remnants of my strength toward it. And as I did so I saw Mandall, struggling there with Holm almost within reach of the great tree-monsters’ tendrils, glance momentarily toward me and see me. As he glimpsed me there almost at the switch his eyes became mad, and with insane strength he thrust Holm down to the ground, was leaping with pistol in hand toward me.


  In that moment I knew it for the end; both Holm and I would be dead and the last chance of halting the world’s doom gone. But even as Mandall leaped I saw something else, something that made me cry out crazily myself. I saw Holm, thrust to the ground by the other, spring upward with one last wild access of strength, saw him in spite of his bound ankles hurling himself in one swift motion upon Mandall and knocking him backward toward the clearing’s edge, knocking him backward toward the tree-monsters whose myriad tendrils were straining toward him! There was a wild scream from Mandall as those numberless tendrils whipped about him; I saw him hoisted swiftly upward by them, still other tendrils shooting out to tighten about him, and then he had been drawn downward and out of sight into the tendril-covered mass of the tree-monsters, his mad screams abruptly ceasing.


  SUNSET was fading in the west again when Holm and I passed out of the building, to pause outside its door. It had not been until that morning that I had awakened, and during the hours of that day Holm and I had destroyed as much of the deadly apparatus as we safely could. Now, as we passed out of the building into the unchanged glory of sunset, we stood silent for a time in the silence that seemed to lie over all the world.


  Before us there drooped, brown and dead and withered, those great tree-monsters that Mandall’s hand had loosed upon the world, and that had drawn Mandall himself to death. Brown and dead and withered they were now, their tendrils hanging limp and motionless—dead and withered as all those plant-hordes that had formed over earth, we knew, must be; dead and withered as Mandall himself had foretold would be the case were the great shaft’s uprush of gaseous compounds halted.


  Beyond those brown, dead, monstrous things, too, Holm and I could see far down and over the countryside in the sunset’s light, fading now to twilight; could see, on the mountain’s lower slopes far below, brown, motionless masses, brown and dead plant-masses, lying strewn about as they had perished, and we knew that over all earth the plant- masses that had formed would be lying dead also; knew that already the terror that had descended upon the peoples of earth so inexplicably would have lifted, as inexplicably, to them, and that upward already would be rising the joyful clamor of a world reprieved at the very moment of death.


  “Mandall’s doom.” It was Holm speaking, gazing out over that far reach of mountain and valley. “Mandall’s doom—and surely the world passed almost beneath it.”


  But my own eyes were on the brown, dead monsters before us. “Mandall’s doom—yes,” I said.


  We were silent again then, there in the deepening twilight, were walking in silence through those withered tree- things to the summit’s edge, were passing over that edge and down the slope, down toward the world. The darkness of night was descending swiftly upon us, white points gleaming out here and there above us. Steadily, though, we moved onward, downward, down the slope of the great mountain whose summit rose darkly behind us, its great bulk looming black against the sky’s scattered stars.


  EVANS OF THE EARTH-GUARD


  Air Wonder stories, April 1930


  “ALL EARTH-GUARD rockets attention! One-man rocket Pallas speaking. Am pursued by pirate rocket believed to be that of the Hawk! I am running toward earth on space-lane 18, now in zone 44-6, but am being rapidly overtaken!”


  As the clear voice came from the radiophone before him, Captain Wright Evans slammed over the reply-switch and shouted back into it.


  “Earth-Guard Rocket 283 answering. Standing toward you at top speed instantly!”


  Then he was up and bursting into the great rocket ship’s squat little pilot-house, where a man seated at the controls turned inquiringly to him.


  “Full speed ahead, Calden!” he cried. “The Hawk’s out again and after a one-man rocket not a thousand miles ahead—it’s our chance to get him at last!”


  “Full speed it is,” rejoined Calden calmly, his hands flashing forth to flick down a half-score of the banked shining levers before him.


  Instantly the great ship lurched and trembled as, from its rear, came thunderous explosion on explosion. In a moment every one of its rear-tubes was firing, and the speed-dial’s arrow was creeping steadily forward until in a few minutes more it registered the ship’s top speed of ten thousand miles an hour. The long gleaming craft, stubby of nose and stern and fully five hundred feet in length, was like a giant projectile, as it tore through the void, belching fire behind it.


  From the squat pilot-house set atop it, Evans and Calden gazed ahead. The great gray disk of earth filled a quarter of the heavens before them, the outline of its continents and seas visible here and there through its shifting screen of clouds. Behind them the moon’s silvery sphere was dwindling rapidly, as they had seen it dwindle now for hours. It was hours that the great Earth-Guard rocket with its half-hundred men had been hurtling toward earth after its weary week’s vigil in space, before this call had come.


  And weary enough indeed was the vigil that the rocket ships of the Earth-Guard kept around the earth and its moon, and had kept up for more than fifty years. More than fifty years it had been since, back in 1954, the first crude rocket had thundered out from earth into the great void toward its shining satellite. Neither that first rocket nor the twenty-first had reached their goal, but the next one had.


  Thus had begun the commerce that now filled all the space-lanes between the earth and moon. In their first flame of exploration, men had headed out toward the nearer planets, too, but they had found them unapproachable because of the fierce guard maintained by their strange peoples. Every ship that had sought to explore another planet had been annihilated on reaching it and we had finally realized that our planetary neighbors were guarding fiercely their isolation.


  There had remained to earth only its own moon. But that had become swiftly a lure to all adventurous earthlings. Upon the moon’s other side were great mines in which men, dwelling in air-tight cities and toiling in hermetically-tight metal suits, worked the rare metals and minerals in which earth’s satellite abounded. And upon the moon’s earthward side were other great air-tight cities, glass-roofed and luxurious, to which went each year hundreds of thousands of the earth’s wealthy—there to spend their vacations—enjoying the wondrous celestial views, the astounding strength and youth given them by the moon’s lesser gravity, and the chance to view the earth from the outside.


  So that there had grown gradually the commerce that kept endless streams of ships moving between earth and moon—great and luxurious passenger-craft laden with the wealthy and powerful of earth; and sleek private ships bound like the others for the luxurious lunar cities. Bulky and battered cargo-rockets had their own space-lanes, carrying metals and minerals to the earth, and returning with loads of supplies and tanks of the liquid rocket-fuel to the moon.


  It was inevitable that all this traffic should need regulating, and so there had been formed the Earth-Guard, an organization corresponding to the old Coast-Guards of the nations, but controlled by an international commission of earth’s powers. The Earth-Guard boasted five hundred gleaming rockets that patrolled ceaselessly the space between and around the earth and moon, enforcing peace with their electric guns and guarding the lunar commerce.


  For there were those against whom it must be guarded—space-pirates who dashed forth from time to time from hidden bases on earth or moon to harry and hold up in the void the rich lunar commerce. The boldest and most dreaded of them all was that swift and flashing corsair of the void known to all on earth and moon alike as the Hawk, and who for years had been the despair of all the Earth-Guard.


  “Lord, if we can get him!” Evans was praying as he gazed out of a port hole from the hurtling ship’s pilot-house. “I get so tired of jabs about him that I’d lose an arm to get him.” “Well, everyone’s turn comes sooner or later in that game,” philosophized Calden. “It may be the Hawk’s now.”


  Evans pulled a speaking-tube toward him and shouted down into it over the roar of the rocket’s explosions. “Hartley? Put full crews on all the electric guns and have them stand ready for action. Yes. And tell them it’s the Hawk we’re after this time—it’ll put them on their toes.”


  Calden grinned as a moment later a muffled cheer came up from the gun-rooms beneath “They’re on their toes, evidently,” he commented. “They’re as crazy to get their hands on the Hawk as you are.”


  Evans made no answer but started ahead with teeth clenched upon his lower lip, glancing over now and then at the dials that recorded the rocket’s position between earth and moon. This recording was automatic, being dependent on the change in the gravitational power of the two bodies. Evans saw by them now that the rocket was hurtling into the very zone in which the Pallas had reported itself.


  Missed!


  He reached to turn a knob and there clicked up into position against the lenses set in the pilot-house window two long metal tubes with eye-pieces that formed powerful binoculars. Gazing ahead through these he kept watch, while with fingers on the firing-levers of the rocket’s tubes Calden kept them steady on their course. Minutes passed before Evans uttered a cry.


  “They’re just ahead!” he exclaimed. Then, into the tube—“All batteries ready, Hartley, and use the port guns when we bank.”


  “Lord, look at that fellow!” breathed Calden as he too stared ahead. “He sure can handle a rocket—the Hawk can’t get his guns on him!”


  Far ahead of them in the void the scene of combat to which they had been summoned was rushing into view. A tiny and shining one-man rocket was dodging and twisting and circling in space, with its firing-tubes flaming first on one end and then on the other to keep it in an ever-changing course. And around it, like a great grim pike rushing a shining chub, was circling and swooping a long dead-black rocket of the same size almost as the Earth-Guard craft. It was the dreaded black rocket of the Hawk, reputed the swiftest craft in space.


  The grim black rocket, whirling and dipping with a swiftness of maneuver astounding in a ship of its size, was endeavoring to bring the twisting little craft that evaded it into the line of its guns. As their own ship thundered down on the scene, Evans and Calden saw the one side of the Hawk’s rocket stabbing forth a half-score slender jets of blue fire as its electric-guns blasted toward the smaller craft. But the latter had shot upward in time to avoid the fire, and in the next moment the Earth-Guard rocket was rushing down upon the ebon attacker.


  “Fire!” As Hartley’s voice below shouted the order, the Earth-Guard ship poured a deadly fire toward the black rocket of the Hawk. But at the very instant of firing, with a swiftness born of a hundred space-fights, the Hawk’s rocket had shot upward.


  “Missed him!” Calden cried. “Look out—he’s tailing—!”


  “Over quick!” Evans exclaimed. “Let him have the stern guns, Hartley!”


  For in the instant after shooting upward to avoid their fire, the rocket of the Hawk had flashed back down on them in the familiar maneuver of “tailing,” using all the firing-tubes placed in its nose for braking purposes to halt it and reverse it in a flash.


  Evans had a lightning glimpse of the great black shape rushing stern-foremost down on them. Then he felt his own rocket dip and dive like light as Calden’s hands flashed on the firing-levers, and for a moment Evans saw the white-lit pilot-house of the other rocket, with the tense figures inside it, before it whirled out of view. He sensed rather than saw the blast of the Hawk’s guns above them as they dived just in time to avoid the deadly missiles.


  Evans heard shouting voices from their own gun-rooms and had no need to cry to Calden the next order, for already the other was straightening out their course and sending their ship soaring upward again. But the long black craft of the Hawk was gone! After that one swift swoop and blow it had flashed off the space-lane into the uncharted void, and they glimpsed it only as a dwindling point of fire that vanished in the next instant.


  Evans, filled by a blind fury, whirled to give Calden the order that would send them in wild pursuit, but checked himself as he realized, despite his rage, the futility of such a pursuit. Once out of sight, the Hawk in his immensely swift rocket could laugh at all pursuit, as he had laughed many times. His face a study of conflicting emotions, Evans turned back toward his second-officer.


  “Back to our regular course on the space-lane,” he ordered wearily. “He’s got away again.”


  Silently Calden headed the great Earth-Guard rocket again toward the great disk of earth. But in a moment he motioned toward something outside and above them. “It’s the rocket the Hawk was attacking,” he said. “He’s signaling for a contact.”


  “Let him come on, then,” answered the other.


  Calden pressed the studs that flashed from their own rocket’s nose the answering colored signal-lights, and quickly the shining smaller craft drove down until it hung just over the big Earth-Guard ship. It settled smoothly then on the greater craft’s back, its nose firing-tubes blasting it to a halt. The ring of metal contact-pins on its lower side fitted smoothly into the standardized ring of openings ready for them on the Earth-Guard’s back.


  Held thus to the greater craft, the little rocket was carried along through space like a pilot-fish clinging to a great shark. In a moment there was the clang of the contact-door opening, as the occupant of the Pallas passed into the Earth-Guard rocket through the latter’s similar door. In a moment more Hartley, the third officer, was striding into the pilot-house with the man who had been the little craft’s sole occupant.


  He was a tall young man with dark hair and dark, laughing eyes. He came forward with hand outstretched to Evans and as the rocket-captain grasped it, he introduced himself.


  “Francis Seaworth,” he named himself, “and just now mighty pleased to see you! Indeed, if you hadn’t come when you did, the Hawk would have had me in another minute—I didn’t have anyone to work my gun and could only try to evade him till you came.”


  Evans laughed. “What in the devil made you start for earth all by yourself?” he demanded. “Didn’t you hear two days ago that the Hawk was out?”


  The other shook his head. “I heard,” he said, “but that’s just why I chose this particular time for the trip. No, I don’t mean that as bravado,” he added quickly, as he saw the incredulous smiles of the three officers. “What I mean is that I knew the Hawk was waiting for a chance to jump on me, and when I heard he was out on the space-lanes again, I thought he’d be too busy at his usual trade to think of me.”


  Evans regarded him with more interest. “But what’s the Hawk after you for?” he asked.


  Seaworth hesitated. “Well, I wouldn’t want to spill too much.” He nodded toward the other officers.


  Evans straightened with interest. “Anything you want to say you can tell me in front of my officers.”


  “Well,” said Seaworth, “I’ve been spending the last year as a secret agent of the International Commission, looking for the Hawk’s base on the moon. They had an idea—just an idea—that the Hawk’s base was really inside one of the lunar cities.”


  Seaworth Explains


  “In a lunar city?” Evans repeated. “Whoever got that I idea?”


  Seaworth shook his head. “It seemed crazy to me at first too, but there were rumors that officials in one of the lunar cities were allowing the Hawk to come there, and to refuel in exchange for a share of his loot. I was sent up to investigate, and I found out enough to call the Hawk’s attention to me, and this is the second time he or his men nearly got me. I couldn’t find his base, but I did find that there’s a man now on earth who was formerly in his service and who could tell me where his base is if he wanted to. So I started back to earth in my own ship to see him. Well, the Hawk was waiting, and if you hadn’t been within call it would have been all up with me.”


  Evans considered. “It did seem mighty queer to us that the Hawk would stoop to holding up one-man rockets,” he admitted, “but that explains it. So they’ve had a secret agent on his trail, eh?”


  “A very secret agent,” smiled the other. “My emblem,” he smiled as he opened his jacket and showed a little card sewed onto the inside.


  Evans nodded. The card of an agent of the International Commission merited any help he could furnish.


  “In fact,” continued Seaworth, “I doubt if a dozen men on earth outside of the International Commission know what I’ve been doing. I’ve got no business, really, telling even you about it, but it’s about all wound up now, for if I get the information I’m after on earth it means we’ll catch the Hawk in short order.”


  “Seems like catching the Hawk is work for the Earth-Guard rather than for any secret agents,” growled the bulldog-visaged Hartley. “We’re good enough to chase after all the common scum of space-pirates that are always bobbing up, but when it comes to nabbing the Hawk someone else wants the glory.”


  “The glory’s been there for the Earth-Guard to take for some time,” retorted Seaworth acidly. “I haven’t seen it doing it, though.”


  Hartley’s face went dull red, and Evans intervened in time. “No use scrapping over it,” he told them. “Anything that Seaworth finds out will help us, and I for one don’t give a continental who catches the Hawk so long as he’s caught. Every time I go into a teletheater nowadays, all I hear is a lot of musty old cracks about the Hawk and the Earth-Guard, and I don’t mind telling you I’m getting tired of it.”


  Seaworth laughed. “Well, it was nearly a case of the catcher caught with me this time. I suppose I don’t need to tell you that I’d rather make the rest of the trip with you?”


  Evans nodded. “Of course. Though as a matter of fact the Hawk’s probably ten zones off by now. That’s always his way—he swoops and strikes and flashes off before anyone can get hands on him.”.


  “Yes,” said Seaworth, his eyes troubled, “but he happens to want me devilish bad, you see. I’ll admit I’m not going to have much taste for the trip back to the moon—I wouldn’t put it past him to hold up the biggest passenger-ship in space if he knew I was travelling on it.”


  “I wouldn’t myself,” Evans said. “But we’re heading back next week after our relief-period. Why not go back with us?”


  Seaworth’s face cleared. “Thanks a lot, really, old man. It’s a fact I’ve been worried about this trip back, for if I get what I’m after on earth, it means that when I get back to the moon we can find the Hawk’s base and make a trap of it to catch him when he comes in. And I want to see him put away before I check out—it’s got to be something of a personal duel between us.”


  In the next half-score of hours in which they hurtled on toward earth, Evans saw that Seaworth was indeed getting more and more impatient and eager as the great disk grew large before them. He fretted at the delay as they moved in through earth’s atmosphere at slackening speed, and down through the crowded converging space-lanes toward the huge New York inter-stellar station. And when the great Earth-


  Guard ship shot down into the funnel-shaped landing-framework and came to a halt with all its nose-tubes firing, Seaworth emerged from it with its first officers.


  Briefly he assured himself once more that Evans was willing for him to make the trip back out to the moon in the Earth-Guard craft in the following week, and he also made certain that his own little rocket could remain attached to the greater craft and be refueled with it. Then he hastened away in the crowds that poured here and there across and around the great rocket-station.


  Evans stood still for a few moments gazing around him, bewildered a little as he invariably was by the sudden transition from the silence and gloom of the great void to this brilliant and hurried scene. Across the great station at its departure-side a huge cargo-rocket was taking off, its firing-tubes deafening the ears as it thundered up into the sunlight and vanished. Already a great, sleek passenger-craft was being slid into the ascension-framework just vacated, and as its warning-bell rang out, the last belated passengers were hurrying toward it with their porters and luggage.


  There remained to Evans the disagreeable task for which he had been bracing himself during the last hours of the trip—that of informing crusty old Commander Cain of his encounter with the Hawk. When he had been ushered into the office of the white-haired and white-mustached old space-veteran who was head of the Earth-Guard, Evans made his brief report with the other’s stare piercing him to the marrow.


  When he had finished, the Commander, as he had expected, delivered himself of a furious blast of profanity.


  He finally became articulate. “Evans, you must realize what a situation the Earth-Guard is in. You know and I know that the Hawk must have something new on his ship, whether a new fuel or a new firing-tube, that gives his ship a speed beyond anything else in space. You know as well as I do, too, that the Hawk is really the one outstanding space-pirate left and that in the last decades we’ve cleared up the others one by one.


  “But the public doesn’t see it that way! The public,” and the Commander smote his desk furiously, “the public sees only this one pirate, the Hawk. They see him and his crew defying the whole five hundred ships of the Earth-Guard. That’s all the blankety blank public sees, and as a result the Earth-Guard’s getting to be a joke!”


  “But sir!” Evans managed to say, “we have no hope of getting the Hawk so long as he has his bases for refueling and resting. We must get his lunar base before we can get him, and that’s why I think this Seaworth may win for us yet.”


  “Seaworth—.” The Commander frowned thoughtfully. “It may be—it may be. I didn’t know that the International Commission had put secret agents after the Hawk, but it may prove useful at that. You say Seaworth’s going back with you next week?”


  “Yes, he thinks the Hawk is after him in dead earnest, and that if he takes a passenger-rocket the Hawk will hold it up to get him.”


  “It wouldn’t be beyond him,” the Commander warned. “But we’ve another thing to think of, too, Evans. If the Hawk wants this man Seaworth badly enough, he may not even stick at holding up an Earth-Guard ship to get him! I see you smile—you think it is incredible that even the Hawk should ever try taking an Earth-Guard—but remember that he has a reputation for doing things no pirate ever dared do before, and that in this case he has the best reason in the world for trying it. And if he ever took an Earth-Guard rocket—good-bye! No matter what we did after that, the Guard would never be able to live it down!”


  Evans Endures It


  Evans was impressed. “I’ll keep a close watch for him going back, sir,” he promised.


  The Commander’s warning rang in Evans’ ears all the week that followed, and he was forced during that week to admit that his superior’s view of the situation was correct. The Earth-Guard was suffering a distinct loss of prestige. It seemed to Evans that wherever he went his blue Earth-Guard uniform, once an envied garb, was greeted with titters and derisive comments that made his ears burn.


  The newspapers and teletheaters were exploiting the situation to the utmost. If Evans watched a troupe of dancers he was met with the spectacle of a nimble black-garbed figure, representing the Hawk, eluding with ease the slowly-moving blue-garbed figures symbolic of the Earth-Guard. If he was introduced to anyone by a joking friend it was always with a jesting reference to his imminent capture of the Hawk. Small boys called after him that the Hawk was coming, and then delightedly ran away.


  The Hawk, indeed, was coming to have far more of the public sympathy than the Earth-Guard. It was true that he held up defenseless passenger-craft between earth and moon, forcing them under the menace of his guns to cast loose for him in their life-rockets whatever of value they carried. All knew that he was an outlaw of the void, and would meet swift death at the hands of a firing-squad were he captured.


  But if he was a space-pirate, he was not one like the earlier space-buccaneers whose atrocities had roused a fury that had swept them out of existence. He was, if anything, a gentleman-corsair of the void, and though few had ever looked on his face, it was rumored that he was exceptionally handsome. It was small wonder that by the end of his week of relief Evans’ nerves were ragged and he was longing for the peacefulness of the space patrol.


  When on the last day of their relief he found Calden and Hartley at the New York station, inspecting the great Earth-Guard rocket, preparatory to its start back out into space, he found their nerves as raw on the subject as his own. They too had felt the whips of the public laughter.


  “You know,” growled Hartley as he ran a practiced eye over the looming rocket’s stern firing-tubes, “I’m just about praying that we meet up with the Hawk this trip. I’m not thin-skinned—but when my little daughter begins to ask daddy why he doesn’t catch the Hawk, I’m getting to the busting point!”


  Evans and Calden laughed despite themselves. “Well, you may get your wish, Hartley,” Evans told him. “Remember, Seaworth will be with us, and the Hawk wants him bad.” Hartley looked at him blankly. “You don’t mean that he’d ever try holding us up? Us? An Earth-Guard rocket?” Evans shrugged. “It’s Commander Cain’s idea, not mine. Here he comes now, to see us off. Evidently going to give us a final warning.”


  And that proved in fact to be the white-haired Commander’s purpose when he reached them through the throngs of hurrying mechanics around the giant ship. He drew Evans aside from the others.


  “Don’t forget what I told you, Evans,” he warned. “Keep double-watches in the lookout-cells at all times, and if the Hawk does appear, send out a general radiophone alarm before you engage. Remember, it isn’t a question of personal glory, but a matter of catching him.”


  “I’ll remember,” Evans promised. “I guess we’re set to go—here comes Seaworth now.”


  The secret agent’s eyes were shining as he strode across the station to them. When he reached Evans and the commander he tapped the black leather case he carried.


  “Got it!” he exclaimed. “My tip was a straight one and I’ve got the dope from beginning to end. You’re ready to go?” Evans nodded, and Commander Cain shook hands with him and with Seaworth, as he turned away.


  “Good luck to the both of you,” he told them, “and if you’ve really got anything that will enable you to nab the Hawk, I’ll resign cheerfully on the day he’s taken and you can shoo dice between you for my job!”


  Evans and Seaworth laughed together as the commander strode away. “The old man’s nutty about the Hawk these days,” Evans commented.


  “Well, if I can get back to the moon with the information I have here,” the other said, “it means the end for Mr. Hawk. I found the man I was hunting for—he’d been one of the Hawk’s crew and had left him on account of some squabble over the division of loot. He was pretty much afraid of his old chief still—I guess the Hawk’s got a deadly record as regards traitors—but he gave me all I wanted for a price. I have the exact location of the Hawk’s base in one of the lunar cities, the names of the officials who’ve been harboring him and selling him fuel—all that we need.”


  “Once back on the moon we can set a trap there that will spring on the Hawk the first time he comes into his base. There’s only one queer thing about it all, and that is that the man who told me all this disappeared on the very next day. No one has the slightest idea what became of him, though some of the officials I talked with thought he’d merely decamped with the price of his information. I don’t know, though—it may have been something else.”


  “The Hawk?” Evans questioned, and the other slowly nodded.


  “I’m afraid so—his way with traitors is short and sweet. It only worries me because if it was he, then he knows what I’ve learned and knows I’m taking back that information with me.”


  Ready to Start


  Evans frowned. “That would make him desperate, all right. The Commander has an idea that he might even attack our rocket to get you, Seaworth.”


  “You mean that he’d even try to take an Earth-Guard rocket?”


  “Yes, but it’s just an idea. We’ll keep a mighty sharp lookout for him, and whatever else the Hawk may have done, I think he’s too wary a bird to try tackling Earth-Guard rockets.” They were interrupted by a thunderous blast of firing-tubes as a battered cargo ship of the tramp class, a quarter of its tubes out of commission, hurtled upward from the great ascension-framework. At once the huge machinery beside it that held the Earth-Guard rocket was sliding it smoothly into the ascension-framework to go out also. The warning-bell was jangling again and Calden and Hartley came up to the two men.


  “All ready,” Calden reported, saluting. “The starter’s given us 9.40—that’s eight minutes from now.”


  Evans nodded. “Time to go, Seaworth,” and they strode toward the stern-door of the big, upreared craft.


  “I see you’ve still got my little ship tacked on,” Seaworth commented as they moved across the station.


  “Yes, refueled and ready for you whenever we’re near enough the moon for you to leave safely.”


  They passed inside and the stern-door closed and whirred as Hartley spun it carefully shut. Climbing the light metal ladders inside the upreared craft the four men gained the pilothouse, where Calden took his accustomed seat at the controls. Strapped into their shock-absorbing seats, the four men looked down over the station and its swarming throngs, a busy scene in the morning sunlight.


  Just beside the ascension-framework rose the starter’s tower, from which, at intervals, the streams of ships were allowed to start out into the various space-lanes. Lights were flashing and changing color on it each moment as the minute for the departure of the Earth-Guard ship drew near. Already the machinery beside the ascension-framework was ready to move into it the next rocket to start, a great passenger-craft into which hundreds of passengers were hastening, crowds of friends waving them bon voyage. Few in the station were paying any attention to the routine departure of the Earth-Guard’s craft.


  The lights on the starter’s tower had flashed from yellow to green, and then to red. Calden was watching them imperturbably, his hands resting on the main firing-levers, while Evans, as always at the moment of starting, involuntarily drew a deep preparatory breath. Then the lights flashed suddenly pure white, Calden’s hands depressed the levers with a single motion, and, as a thunderous blast of sound broke from the great rocket’s stern beneath them, they were pressed with immeasurable force into their seats.


  The sunlit station had vanished in a flash from around them, and there was a dizzy lurching and trembling of the great mass as it shot upward and outward. From outside came a steady roar of air against the rocket’s walls that was audible even above the thunder of continued explosions from the rear; and the air grew suddenly warm about them. Then the roar of air had ceased, the walls of the pilot-house were cooling, and the diffused bright sunlight of the atmosphere was gone. For in the immensity of space the sun flared fiercely on one side, while a rayless gloom, gemmed with steadyburning stars, stretched away on the other.


  Ahead, the moon’s brilliant disk, almost completely illumined by the sun, gleamed calm and white amid the throbbing fires of the encircling stars. Evans and Seaworth contemplated its beauty with a silent wonder that not even long familiarity with the sight could dull. Calden, meantime, was calmly checking over dials and controls, while Hartley had already gone below to sleep against the next watch at the controls. This vital station was filled by the craft’s three officers in successive watches of four hours each.


  In the hours that followed, Evans felt slipping away from him the hope that he had cherished of meeting the Hawk in straight battle in mid-space. Since Commander Cain’s warning to him, he had persuaded himself that because of Seaworth’s presence the Hawk might really attack. Like all others in the Earth-Guard, Evans desired nothing more ardently than a final battle with the elusive and dreaded corsair.


  But though the lookouts at every one of the great rocket’s observation-cells kept an unceasing watch through the void, no sign of the black rocket was to be seen. The Earth-Guard ship might have been alone in space, had it not twice caught sight of great cargo-rockets plowing their way moonward in the slower space-lanes, and once passed an earth-bound Earth-Guard craft closely enough in a neighboring lane to exchange with it a flashing “Salute” signal in passing.


  When Evans ascended to the pilot-house for his third watch at the controls, thirty-two hours after their start from earth, the moon’s gleaming sphere was huge in the heavens before them.


  “A dozen hours more and we’ll be there,” he commented disappointedly to Hartley and Seaworth, as he relieved the former at the controls. “I guess there’s no chance of your wreaking your wrath on the Hawk this trip, Hartley.”


  “I told you it was crazy to think he’d tackle us,” Hartley rejoined, “though I admit I’ve been hoping he would.”


  “Well, I haven’t,” Seaworth told them, grinning. “It may be just play to you lads in the Earth-Guard, but the Hawk nearly settled me twice and I hate to think what he’d do if he got me now.”


  “No danger,” Evans told him as Seaworth followed the yawning Hartley down out of the pilot-house. “We’ll have you safe and sound on the moon in a half day more, and if you can nab the Hawk there, it’ll punish him for not showing up this trip.”


  Left alone in the pilot-house, Evans sat at the control-board with eyes glancing from one to another of the recording dials above it. Now and then he depressed a firing-lever, firing one of the rocket’s side tubes to keep it from leaving its proper space-lane, but for the most part the great craft hurtled steadily onward in its course, and he occupied himself in contemplating through the windows the moon’s bright sphere and the dazzling light-patches on it that marked the position of the lunar cities.


  Evans had been sitting thus in solitude at the controls for some minutes before he heard a strange popping sound from somewhere in the rocket’s interior beneath him. He listened sharply, and heard other quick-following popping sounds, as of slight detonations; then came a babel of cries from beneath, cries that were cut sharply short! Evans sprang to his feet. There was silence below now, but suddenly the door of the pilot-house was flung open and Seaworth burst up into it, his face livid.


  “The Hawk!” he gasped. And then, his eyes suddenly widening, he pointed out through the windows beyond Evans. “Look there!” he cried.


  Evans whirled toward the window. In the next instant he seemed to see a curtain of flame descending before his eyes as something struck him a crashing blow on the head. The flame-curtain was succeeded instantly by the black depths of unconsciousness.


  It was only slowly that he came back to himself. He became aware that he was sitting against the wall, that the thunder of the rocket’s firing-tubes was coming to his ears, that his brain ached. He tried to move, but found that his hands were tightly tied, his feet were bound, and every movement made his head throb. He opened his eyes, then stared uncomprehendingly, as if stupefied.


  He was sitting against the pilot-house wall, and a half-dozen feet from him, at the control-board, sat Seaworth. He was calmly manipulating the firing-levers, and he looked up and smiled as he saw Evans’ astounded gaze upon him.


  “It really was the Hawk after all, you see,” he said. “Only instead of being outside the rocket he was inside!” He laughed with genuine amusement.


  Evans struggled to speak. “Then you—you—”


  “Yes, the Hawk, at your service,” Seaworth calmly told him. “And as a word of friendly advice, Captain Evans—when someone tells you excitedly to look—look at them”


  Evans, striving to understand, did not hear the mocking final words.


  “You the Hawk! But we saw the Hawk’s rocket attacking you there—we came and saved you—”


  The Hawk laughed again. “I’m sorry to take the glory of your rescue away from you, Evans, but it was really no rescue at all. You don’t understand? It’s simple enough. I decided some time ago that the possession of an Earth-Guard rocket would give me very great advantages in my trade of—ah—buccaneering. You see, every rocket in space will stop at the command of an Earth-Guard ship, and since they all look alike we could do just about as we pleased with the rocket-commerce if we had one. Therefore I decided to get one.


  “It was easy. I merely embarked in a little one-man ship and when I knew your craft would be on the space-lane returning to earth, I had my crew, in our regular black rocket, stage a faked attack upon me. I called for help, you came; after a brief clash my crew fled as instructed, and you took me aboard. You’d seen the Hawk attacking me, and so believed me implicitly when I told you I was a secret agent whom the Hawk was anxious to capture. Secret agents, you should be aware, are really not so communicative as that. And of course, I couldn’t expect you to know that my card was forged.


  Then it was not hard for me to draw out from you the suggestion that I might return to the moon with you on this trip. That was just what I was playing for, of course—the chance to travel back in this rocket. My mission on earth was the purest falsehood—the only thing I did there was to enjoy the witty remarks about the Earth-Guard and the Hawk which I heard all around me. That case I brought with me held enough gas-bombs to paralyze your whole crew. They’re all down there now unconscious—I used a mask for myself, of course—but they’re not hurt and will be coming to in an hour.


  “But I’m afraid that will be a little late. For I waited to make this coup, to gas the crew and stun you, until we were just at this particular position in space. It is the prearranged position, and less than five thousand miles off this space-lane my own rocket and crew are waiting for me. We’re heading toward them now, and before your crew wakes, Evans, we’ll be with them and this rocket will be in their hands. You and your crew won’t be harmed, of course—we can set you loose in a life ship near the moon—but this Earth-Guard craft we’ll keep and it should prove highly useful. An ingenious plan, everything considered, don’t you think? Nothing overlooked.”


  Evans’ brain was spinning as the Hawk’s amusement-filled voice ceased. The great rocket was out of the space-lane by now, he knew—was heading under the Hawk’s guiding hands to the prearranged position in space where the black rocket of the corsair waited with its crew to take complete possession of the prize. And the Hawk had captured it, had captured an Earth-Guard rocket, alone!


  Evans raged at his bonds in senseless fury. His hands, tied before him, were cut deeply by the cords holding them as he strained to break these. The Hawk looked up from the bank of firing-levers with which he was busy to shake his head in mocking reproof.


  “Now, now, Captain Evans,” he soothed, “don’t take it so hard. Lots of captains have found themselves in your position before this, remember. Though I’ll admit this is the first Earth-Guard rocket I’ve taken.”


  “No Earth-Guard rocket has ever been taken by an enemy,” said Evans thickly.


  “Not until now,” the Hawk conceded, depressing two more firing-levers. “But there has to be a first time for everything—and from what I heard on earth I don’t think the capture of an Earth-Guard rocket will excite any anger.”


  It would not, Evans reflected dully, sinking for the moment into an apathy of despair. It would be merely with scornful laughter, that the Earth-Guard would be met when this latest and greatest exploit of the Hawk became known. What derision would meet the news of this single-handed capture of a great rocket and all its crew, by the man they were hunting! Evans could picture at the moment as clearly as though a face were before his eyes, the shame and rage of fierce old Commander Cain when the news reached him, and the shame of all his companions in the Earth-Guard.


  He could hear the thin, derisive laughter of the crowds; the new and side-splitting witticisms in the teletheaters, the laughter of all on earth and moon alike became audible to him. A fierce resolve, a last expedient of his despair, rose in Evans’ brain. He rose to his feet, tied as they were, and swaying, leaned forward to catch at the control-board’s corner with his bound hands supporting himself. The Hawk watched him curiously, with nothing to fear from this, one man, who, bound hand and foot, alone remained conscious of the rocket’s crew. Evans leaned across the control-board and its banked levers toward the Hawk, and as he did so his two bound hands were moving, slowly, unobtrusively, toward the control-board.


  “No Earth-Guard rocket has ever yet been captured,” he said slowly and hoarsely, his hands very near the black plug at the control-board’s corner, “and none is ever going to be.”


  The Hawk’s dark eyes, contemplating him, held something that seemed to be almost sympathy. “Sorry, Captain Evans,” he said lightly. “I know how you must feel about it—but we’re almost there now. My rocket will be showing up in a few minutes—we’ve almost reached it.”


  Evans laughed grimly. “Your rocket will never see us again nor will anyone else. You said you’d overlooked nothing, Hawk, but you did overlook one thing!”


  “And that?” The Hawk’s figure was suddenly tense.


  “That is something that you didn’t know—that is the fact that in every Earth-Guard rocket is placed a device for destroying the rocket in case it has to be abandoned in space. That device is a plug which when pulled out ignites the rocket’s fuel tanks in six minutes. And that plug—”


  The Hawk’s hands flashed toward Evans but before they could reach his bound hands, Evans had seized with them the black plug at the control-board’s corner and with a crazy laugh had jerked it out!


  For an instant there was a supreme silence in the pilot-house of the hurtling rocket, the Hawk and Evans facing each other like two statues. Then with a single motion the Hawk had whirled, was out of the pilot-house. There came the clang of contact-doors above being opened and shut with lightning rapidity, and then a blast of firing-tubes as, in his own little rocket, the Hawk drove clear from the great Earth-Guard craft. Evans stood still for a moment, then dragged himself to the control-board’s other side.


  His bound hands pressed the firing-levers in quick succession and as the great rocket lurched beneath their impetus it was turning in space, turning back toward the space-lane from which the Hawk had taken it! Evans grasped the black plug on the board and thrust it back into its socket. A small ventilating fan at the other side of the pilot-house that had ceased running when he had withdrawn the plug began spinning again. Evans laughed weakly.


  He straightened. There was a flash of fire above and he saw that it was the tiny rocket of the Hawk, driving back over the great Earth-Guard craft. Evans knew that the Hawk, from afar, had seen that the ship had not exploded, and he was coming back. Evans realized that although the Hawk could not make contact with the great Earth-Guard rocket thundering at full speed through the void, with rocket-gun available, he could still blast the Earth-Guard ship to pieces. Evans saw the little rocket swooping down until it was just before and above him, and braced himself with tight-set teeth for the blast from its electric gun.


  It did not come. Instead, as the Hawk’s little rocket dipped low, there flashed from it the vari-colored lights of a signal. Red—yellow—red—purple—Evans read the signal automatically, uncomprehendingly for the moment. It was “Salute!” And then he understood. The Hawk, knowing himself tricked, had come back not to take revenge but to give that sportsmanlike hail to the man who had tricked him. Evans’ bound hands touched the signal-studs, and from the great Earth-Guard rocket’s nose in its turn flashed the same signal “Salute l” Salute of the Earth-Guard’s captain to the Hawk, as they roared past each other in space! And then the Hawk was gone, his little ship hurtling away into the chartless void outside the space-lanes where his great black rocket waited. Evans slumped weakly against the control-board.


  They found him there when they burst up into the pilot-house a half-hour later, Calden and Hartley and the others, babbling excitedly and uncomprehendingly. They had just returned to consciousness. They found Evans against the control-board with hands and feet still bound, keeping the great rocket steady on the space-lane to which he had brought it. When he turned toward them they saw with amazement that he was laughing.


  “I was just thinking,” he said, “of what old Cain will say when he finds out that he shook hands with the Hawk!”


  THE SECOND SATELLITE


  Astounding Stories of Super Science, August 1930


  NORMAN AND HACKETT, bulky in their thick flying suits, seemed to fill the little office. Across the room Harding, the field superintendent, contemplated them. Two planes were curving up into the dawn together from the field outside, their motors thunderous as they roared over the building. When their clamor had receded, Harding spoke:


  “I don’t know which of you two is crazier,” he said. “You, Norman, to propose a fool trip like this, or you, Hackett, to go with him.”


  Hackett grinned, but the long, lean face of Norman was earnest. “No doubt it all sounds a little insane,” he said, “but I’m convinced I’m right.”


  The field superintendent shook his head. “Norman, you ought to be writing fiction instead of flying. A second satellite—and Fellows and the others on it—what the devil!”


  “What other theory can account for their disappearance?” asked Norman calmly. “You know that since the new X-type planes were introduced, hundreds of fliers all over Earth have been trying for altitude records in them. Twenty-five miles—thirty—thirty-five—the records have been broken every day. But out of the hundreds of fliers who have gone up to those immense heights, four have never come down nor been seen again!


  “One vanished over northern Sweden, one over Australia, one over Lower California, and one, Fellows, himself, right here over Long Island. You saw the globe on which I marked those four spots, and you saw that when connected they formed a perfect circle around the Earth. The only explanation is that the four fliers when they reached a forty-mile height were caught up by some body moving round Earth in that circular orbit, some unknown moon circling Earth inside its atmosphere, a second satellite of Earth’s whose existence has until now never been suspected!”


  * * * *


  Harding shook his head again. “Norman, your theory would be all right if it were not for the cold fact that no such satellite has ever been glimpsed.”


  “Can you glimpse a bullet passing you?” Norman retorted. “The two fliers at Sweden and Lower California vanished within three hours of each other, on opposite sides of the Earth. That means that this second satellite, as I’ve computed, circles Earth once every six hours, and travelling at that terrific speed it is no more visible to us of Earth than a rifle bullet would be.”


  “Moving through Earth’s atmosphere at such speed, indeed, one would expect it to burn up by its own friction with the air. But it does not, because its own gravitational power would draw to itself enough air to make a dense little atmosphere for itself that would cling to it and shield it as it speeds through Earth’s upper air. No, I’m certain that this second satellite exists, Harding, and I’m as certain that it’s responsible for the vanishing of those four fliers.”


  “And now you and Hackett have figured when it will be passing over here and are going up in an X-type yourselves to look for it,” Harding said musingly.


  “Look for it?” echoed Hackett. “We’re not going to climb forty miles just to get a look at the damn thing—we’re going to try landing on it!”


  “You’re crazy sure!” the field superintendent exploded. “If Fellows and those others got caught by the thing and never came down again, why in the name of all that’s holy would you two want—” He stopped suddenly. “Oh, I think I see,” he said, awkwardly. “Fellows was rather a buddy of you two, wasn’t he?”


  “The best that ever flew a crippled Nieuport against three Fokkers to pull us out of a hole,” said Norman softly. “Weeks he’s been gone, and if it had been Hackett and I he’d be all over the sky looking for us—the damned lunatic. Well, we’re not going to let him down.”


  “I see,” Harding repeated. Then—“Well, here comes your mechanic, Norman, so your ship must be ready. I’ll go with you. It’s an event to see two Columbuses starting for another world.”


  * * * *


  The gray dawn-light over the flying field was flushing to faint rose as the three strode out to where the long X-type stood, its strangely curved wings, enclosed cabin and flat, fan-like tail gleaming dully. Its motor was already roaring with power and the plane’s stubby wheels strained against the chocks. In their great suits Norman and Hackett were like two immense ape-figures in the uncertain light, to the eyes of those about them.


  “Well, all the luck,” Harding told them. “You know I’m pulling for you, but—I suppose it’s useless to say anything about being careful.”


  “I seem to have heard the words,” Hackett grinned, as he and Norman shook the field superintendent’s hand.


  “It’s all the craziest chance,” Norman told the other. “And if we don’t come down in a reasonable time—well, you’ll know that our theory was right, and you can broadcast it or not as you please.”


  “I hope for your sake that you’re dead wrong,” smiled the official. “I’ve told you two to get off the Earth a lot of times, but I never meant it seriously.”


  Harding stepped back as the two clambered laboriously into the cramped cabin. Norman took the controls, the door slammed, and as the chocks were jerked back and the motor roared louder the long plane curved up at a dizzy angle from the field into the dawn. Hackett waved a thick arm down toward the diminishing figures on the field below; then turned from the window to peer ahead with his companion.


  The plane flew in a narrow ascending spiral upward, at an angle that would have been impossible to any ship save an X-type. Norman’s eyes roved steadily over the instrument as they rose, his ears unconsciously alert for each explosion of the motor. Earth receded swiftly into a great gray concave surface as they climbed higher and higher.


  By the time the five-mile height was reached Earth’s surface had changed definitely from concave to convex. The plane was ascending by then in a somewhat wider spiral, but its climb was as steady and sure as ever. Frost begin to form quickly on the cabin’s windows, creeping out from the edges. Norman spoke a word over the motor’s muffled thunder, and Hackett snicked on the electrical radiators. The frost crept back as their warm, clean heat flooded the cabin.


  Ten miles—fifteen—they had reached already altitudes impossible but a few years before, though it was nothing to the X-types. As they passed the ten-mile mark, Hackett set the compact oxygen-generator going. A clean, tangy odor filled the cabin as it began functioning. Twenty miles—twenty-two—


  * * * *


  After a time Norman pointed mutely to the clock on the instrument board, and Hackett nodded. They were well within their time schedule, having calculated to reach the forty-mile height at ten, the hour when, by its computed orbit, the second satellite should be passing overhead. “—26—27—28—” Hackett muttered the altimeter figures to himself as the needle crept over them.


  Glancing obliquely down through the window he saw that Earth was now a huge gray ball beneath them, white cloud-oceans obscuring the drab details of its surface here and there. “—31—32—” The plane was climbing more slowly, and at a lesser angle. Even the X-type had to struggle to rise in the attenuated air now about them. Only the super-light, super-powered plane could ever have reached the terrific height.


  It was at the thirty-four mile level that the real battle for altitude began. Norman kept the plane curving steadily upward, handling it with surpassing skill in the rarefied air. Frost was on its windows now despite the heating mechanism. Slowly the altimeter needle crept to the forty mark. Norman kept the ship circling, its wings tilted slightly, but not climbing, Earth a great gray misty ball beneath.


  “Can’t keep this height long,” he jerked. “If our second satellite doesn’t show up in minutes we’ve had a trip for nothing.”


  “All seems mighty different up here,” was Hackett’s shouted comment. “Easy enough to talk down there about hopping onto the thing, but up here—hell, there’s nothing but air and mighty little of that!”


  Norman grinned. “There’ll be more. If I’m right about this thing we won’t need to hop it—its own atmosphere will pick us up.”


  Both looked anxious as the motor sputtered briefly. But in a moment it was again roaring steadily. Norman shook his head.


  “Maybe a fool’s errand after all. No—I’m still sure we’re right! But it seems that we don’t prove it this time.”


  “Going down?” asked Hackett.


  “We’ll have to, in minutes. Even with its own air-feed the motor can’t stand this height for—”


  * * * *


  Norman never finished the words. There was a sound, a keen rising, rushing sound of immense power that reached their ears over the motor’s roar. Then in an instant the universe seemed to go mad about them: they saw the gray ball of Earth and the sun above skyrocketing around them as the plane whirled madly.


  The rushing sound was in that moment thunderous, terrible, and as winds smashed and rocked the plane like giant hands, Hackett glimpsed another sphere that was not the sphere of Earth, a greenish globe that expanded with lightning speed in the firmament beside their spinning plane! The winds stilled; the green globe changed abruptly to a landscape of green land and sea toward which the plane was falling! Norman was fighting the controls—land and sea were gyrating up to them with dizzy speed—crash!


  With that cracking crash the plane was motionless. Sunlight poured through its windows, and great green growths were all around it. Hackett, despite Norman’s warning cry, forced the door open and was bursting outside, Norman after him. They staggered and fell, with curious lightness and slowness, on the ground outside, then clutched the plane for support and gazed stupefiedly around them.


  The plane had crashed down into a thicket of giant green reeds that rose a yard over their heads, its pancake landing having apparently not damaged it. The ground beneath their feet was soft and soggy, the air warm and balmy, and the giant reeds hid all the surrounding landscape from view.


  In the sky the sun burned near one horizon with unusual brilliance. But it was dwarfed, in size, by the huge gray circle that filled half the heavens overhead. A giant gray sphere it was, screened here and there by floating white mists and clouds, that had yet plain on it the outlines of dark continents and gleaming seas. A quaking realization held the two as they stared up at it.


  * * * *


  “Earth!” Norman was babbling. “It’s Earth, Hackett—above us; my God, I can’t believe even yet that we’ve done it!”


  “Then we’re on—the satellite—the second satellite!—” Hackett fought for reality. “Those winds that caught us—”


  “They were the atmosphere of this world, of the second satellite! They caught us and carried us on inside this smaller world’s atmosphere, Hackett. We’re moving with it around Earth at terrific speed now!”


  “The second satellite, and we on it!” Hackett whispered, incredulously. “But these reeds—it can’t all be like this—”


  They stepped together away from the plane. The effort sent each of them sailing upward in a great, slow leap, to float down more than a score of feet from the plane. But unheeding in their eagerness this strange effect of the satellite’s lesser gravitational power, they moved on, each step a giant, clumsy leap. Four such steps took them out of the towering reeds onto clear ground.


  It was a gentle, grassy slope they were on, stretching away along a gray-green sea that extended out to the astoundingly near horizon on their right. To the left it rose into low hills covered with dense masses of green junglelike vegetation. Hackett and Norman, though, gazed neither at sea or hills for the moment, but at the half-score grotesque figures who had turned toward them as they emerged from the reeds. A sick sense of the unreal held them as they gazed, frozen with horror. For the great figures returning their gaze a few yards from them were—frog-men!


  * * * *


  Frog-men! Great mottled green shapes seven to eight feet in height, with bowed, powerful legs and arms that ended in webbed paws. The heads were bulbous ones in which wide, unwinking frog-eyes were set at the sides, the mouths white-lipped and white-lined. Three of the creatures held each a black metal tube-and-handle oddly like a target-pistol.


  “Norman!” Hackett’s voice was a crescendo of horror. “Norman!”


  “Back to the plane!” Norman cried thickly. “The plane—”


  The two staggered back, but the frog-men, recovering from their own first surprise, were running forward with great hopping steps! The two fliers flung themselves back in a floating leap toward the reeds, but the green monsters were quick after them. A croaking cry came from one and as another raised his tube-and-handle, something flicked from it that burst close beside Norman. There was no sound or light as it burst, but the reeds for a few feet around it vanished!


  * * * *


  A hoarse cry from Hackett—the creatures had reached him, grasped him at the edge of the reeds! Norman swerved in his floating leap to strike the struggling flier and frog-men. The scene whirled around him as he fought them, great paws reaching for him. With a sick, frantic rage he felt his clenched fist drive against cold, green, billowy bodies. Croaking cries sounded in his ears; then, Hackett and he were jerked to their feet, held tightly by four of the creatures.


  “My God, Norman,” panted Hackett, helpless. “What are they—frog-things?—”


  “Steady, Hackett. They’re the people of the second satellite, it seems; wait!”


  One of the armed frog-men approached and inspected them, and then croaked an order in a deep voice. Then, still holding the two tightly, the party of monsters began to move along the slope, skirting the sea’s edge. In a few minutes they reached two curious objects resting on the slope. They seemed long black metal boats, slender and with sharp prow and stern. A compact mechanism and control-board filled the prow, while at the stern and sides were long tubes mounted on swivels like machine-guns.


  The frog-men motioned Norman and Hackett into one, fastening the two prisoners and themselves into their seats with metal straps provided for the purpose. Four had entered the one boat, the others that of the captives. One at the prow moved his paws over the control-board and with a purring of power the boat, followed by the other, rose smoothly into the air. It headed out over the gray-green sea, land dropping quickly from sight behind, the horizons water-bounded on all sides. From their nearness Norman guessed that this second satellite of Earth’s was small indeed beside its mother planet. He had to look up to earth’s great gray sphere overhead to attain a sense of reality.


  Hackett was whispering beside him, the frog-men watchful. “Norman, it’s not real—it can’t be real! These things—these boats—intelligent like men—”


  The other sought to steady him. “It’s a different world, Hackett. Gravitation different, light different, everything different, and evolution here has had a different course. On Earth men evolved to be the most intelligent life-forms, but here the frog-races, it seems.”


  “But where are they taking us? Could we ever find the plane again?”


  “God knows. If we ever get away from these things we might. And we’ve got to find Fellows, too; I wonder where he is on this world.”


  * * * *


  For many minutes the two boats raced on at great speed over the endless waters before the watery skyline was broken far ahead by something dark and unmoving. Hackett and Norman peered with intense interest toward it. It seemed at first a giant squat mountain rising from the sea, but as they shot nearer they saw that its outline was too regular, and that colossal as it was in size it was the work of intelligence. They gasped as they came nearer and got a better view of it.


  For it was a gigantic dome of black metal rising sheer from the lonely sea, ten miles if anything in diameter, a third that in greatest height. There was no gate or window or opening of any kind in it. Just the colossal, smooth black dome rearing from the watery plain. Yet the two boats were flashing lower toward it.


  “They can’t be going inside!” Hackett conjectured. “There’s no way in and what could be in there? The whole thing’s mad—”


  “There’s some way,” Norman said. “They’re slowing—”


  The flying-boats were indeed slowing as they dipped lower. They were very near the dome now, its curving wall a looming, sky-high barrier before them. Suddenly the boats dipped sharply downward toward the green sea. Before the two fliers could comprehend their purpose, could do aught more than draw instinctive great breaths in preparation, the two craft had shot down into the waters and were arrowing down through the green depths.


  Blinded, flung against his metal strap by the resistance of the waters they ripped through, Norman yet retained enough of consciousness to glimpse beams of light that stabbed ahead from the prows of their rushing boats, to see vaguely strange creatures of the deep blundering in and out of those beams as the boats hurtled forward. The water that forced its way between his lips was fresh, he was vaguely aware, and even as he fought to hold his breath was aware too that the frog-men seemed in no way incommoded by the sudden transition into the water, their amphibian nature allowing them to stay under it far longer than any human could do.


  The boats ripped through the waters at terrific speed and in a few seconds there loomed before them the giant metal wall of the great dome, going down into the depths here. Norman glimpsed vaguely that the whole colossal dome rested on a vast pedestal-like mountain of rock that rose from the sea’s floor almost to the surface. Then a great round opening in the wall; the boats flashed into it and were hurtling along a water-filled tunnel. Norman felt his lungs near bursting—when the tunnel turned sharply upward and the boats whizzed up and abruptly out of the water-tunnel into air!


  * * * *


  But it was not the open air again. They were beneath the gigantic dome! For as Norman and Hackett breathed deep, awe fell on their faces as they took in the scene. Far overhead stretched the dome’s colossally curving roof, and far out on all sides. It was lit beneath that roof by a clear light that the two would have sworn was sunlight. The dome was in effect the roof of a gigantic, illuminated building, and upon its floor there stretched a mighty city.


  The city of the frog-men! Their boats were rising up over it and Norman and Hackett saw it clear. Square mile upon square mile of structures stretched beneath the dome, black buildings often of immense size, varying in shape, but all of square, rectangular proportions. Between them moved countless frog-hordes, swirling throngs in streets and squares, and over the roofs darted thick swarms of flying-boats. And at the city’s center, in a great, circular, clear space, lay a wide, round, green pool—the opening of the water-tunnel up through which they had come.


  Norman pointed down toward it. “That’s your answer!” he cried. “The only entrance to this frog-city is from the sea, up through that water-tunnel!”


  “Good God, an amphibian city!” Hackett was shaken, white-faced.


  The two boats were driving quickly over the city, through the swarming craft. Norman glimpsed towering buildings that might have been palaces, temples, laboratories. They slowed and dipped toward one block-like building not far from the water-tunnel’s opening. Armed frog-guards were on its roof, and other boats rested there. The two came to rest and the two captives were jerked out, the guards seizing them.


  Half-dragged and half-floating they were led toward an opening in the roof from which a stair led downward. They passed down thus into the building’s interior, lit by many windows. Norman glimpsed long halls ending in barred doors, guards here and there. Tube-lines ran along the walls and somewhere machines were throbbing dully. They came at last to a barred door whose guard opened it at the croaking order of the frog-men who held the two, and they were thrust inside, as the door clanged. They turned, and exclaimed in amazement. The room held fully a half-hundred men!


  They were men such as the two fliers had never seen before, like humans except that their skins were a light green instead of the normal white and pink. They were dressed in dark short tunics, and kept talking to each other in a tongue quite unintelligible to Norman and Hackett. They came closer, flocking curiously around the two men, with a babel of voices quite meaningless to the two. Then one of the men uttered an exclamation, and all turned.


  * * * *


  The barred door had swung open and a half-dozen frog-guards entered, followed by two frog-men carrying a square little mechanism from which tubing led back out through the door.


  “Norman—these men—” Hackett was whispering rapidly. “If there are men in this world too, it may be that—”


  “Quiet, Hackett—look at what they’re doing.”


  The two frog-men had set their mechanism in place and then croaked out a brief word or order. Slowly, reluctantly, one of the green men moved toward them. Quickly they removed a metal disk fastened to his arm, exposing a small orifice like an unhealed wound. Onto this they fastened a suckerlike object from which a transparent tube led back through the mechanism. The machine hummed and at once a red stream pulsed through the tube and back through the mechanism. The man to whom it was attached was growing rapidly pale!


  Norman, sick with horror, clutched his companion. “Hackett—these frog-men are sucking his blood from him!”


  “Good God! And look—they’re doing it with another!”


  “All of these men—kept prisoners to furnish them with blood. It must be the damned creatures’ food! And we here with the others—”


  A common horror shook the two. It did not seem to affect the green men in the room, though, who advanced to the mechanism one by one with a reluctant air as of cows unwilling to be milked. Each was attached to the mechanism by the sucking disk on his arm, and out of each the blood poured through the tube. The metal disk was replaced on his arm then and he went back to the others. Norman saw that the frog-men took only from each an amount of blood that they could lose and yet live, since, though each came back pale and weak from the mechanism, they were able to walk.


  “It must be their food—human blood!” Norman repeated. “They may have thousands on thousands of humans penned up like this, like so many herds of cows, and perhaps they live entirely on the life-blood they milk from them. Human cows—God!”


  “Norman—look—they’re calling to us!”


  * * * *


  The two stiffened. All the others in the room had taken their turn at the blood-sucking mechanism and now the frog-men croaked their order to the two fliers. They had forgotten their own predicament in the horror of the scene, but now it became real to them. They backed against the room’s wall, quivering, dangerous.


  The frog-guards came forward to drag them to the machine. A webbed paw was outstretched but Hackett with a wild blow drove the frog-man back and downward. The frog-guards leaped, and Norman and Hackett struck them back with all the greater strength the lesser gravitation gave them. The room was in an uproar, the green men shouting hoarsely and seeming on the point of rushing to their aid.


  But the menacing force-pistols of the other frog-guards held back the shouting men and in moments the two fliers were overpowered by sheer weight of frog-bodies. Norman felt himself dragged to the machine.


  Pain needled his upper arm as an incision was made. He felt the sucking-disk attached; then the machine hummed, and a sickening nausea swept him as the blood drained from his body. Held tightly by the guards he went dizzy, weak, but at last felt the sucker removed and a metal disk fastened over the incision. He was jerked aside and Hackett, his face deathly white, was dragged into his place. In a moment some of the latter’s blood had been pumped from him also.


  The machine was withdrawn, Norman and Hackett were released, and the frog-men, with their black force-pistols watchfully raised, withdrew, the door clanging. The room settled back to quietness, the green men stretching in lassitude on the metal bunks around it. The two fliers crouched down near the door, shuddering nausea and weakness still holding them.


  Norman found that Hackett was laughing weakly. “To think that twenty-four hours ago I was in New York,” he half-laughed, half-sobbed. “On Earth—Earth—”


  The other gripped his arm. “It’s horrible, Hackett, I know. But it isn’t instant death, and we’ve still a chance to escape. Hell, can damn frog-men keep us here? Where’s your nerve, man?”


  A voice beside them made them turn in amazement. “You are men from Earth?” it asked, in queerly accented English. “From Earth?”


  * * * *


  Astonishment held them as they saw who spoke. It was one of the green men in the room, who had settled down by their side. A tall figure with superb muscles and frank, clean countenance, his dark eyes afire with eagerness.


  “English?” Norman exclaimed. “You know English—you understand me?”


  The other showed his teeth in a smile. “I know, yes. I’m Sarja, and I learned to speak it from Fallas, in my city, before the Ralas caught me.”


  “Fallas—” Norman repeated, puzzled; then suddenly he flamed. “By God, he means Fellows!”


  “Fallas, yes,” said the other. “From the sky he fell into our city in a strange flying-boat that was smashed. He was hurt but we cared for him, and he taught me his speech, which I heard you talking now.”


  “Then Fellows is in your city now?” asked Hackett eagerly. “Where is that?”


  “Across this sea—back in the hills,” the other waved. “It is far from the sea but I was rash one day and came too near the water in my flying-boat. The Ralas were out raiding and they saw me, caught me, and brought me here. No escape now, until I die.”


  “The Ralas—you mean these frog-men?” Norman asked.


  Sarja nodded. “Of course. They are the tyrants and oppressors of this world. Our little world is but a tenth or less the size of your great Earth which it circles, but it has its lands and rivers, and this one great fresh-water sea into which the latter empty. In this sea long ago developed the Ralas, the great frog-men who acquired such intelligence and arts that they became lords of this world.


  “Through the centuries, while on the land our races of green men have been struggling upward, the Ralas have oppressed them. Long ago the Ralas left all their other cities to build this one great amphibian city at the sea’s center. Entrance to it is only by the water-tunnel from without, and being frog-people entrance thus is easy for them since they can move for many minutes under water, though they drown like any other breathing animal if kept under too long. Humans dare not try to enter it thus by the water-tunnel, since, before they could find it and make their way up through it, they would have drowned.


  * * * *


  “So the Ralas have ruled from this impregnable amphibian city. Its colossal metal dome is invulnerable to ordinary attack, and though solid and without openings it is always as light beneath the dome here as outside, since the Ralas’ scientists contrived light-condensers and conductors that catch light outside and bring it in to release inside. So when it is day outside the sunlight is as bright here, and when night comes the Earth-light shines here the same as without.


  “From this city their raiding parties have gone out endlessly to swoop down on the cities of us green men. Since we learned to make flying-boats like theirs, with molecular-motors, and to make the guns like theirs that fire shells filled with annihilating force, we have resisted them stoutly but their raids have not ceased. And always they have brought their prisoners back in to this, their city.


  “Tens of thousands of green men they have prisoned here like us, for the sole purpose of supplying them with blood. For the Ralas live on this blood alone, changing it chemically to fit their own bodies and then taking it into their bodies. It eliminates all necessity for food here for them. Every few days they drain blood from us, and since we are well fed and cared for to keep us good blood-producers, we will be here for a long time before we die.”


  “But haven’t you made any attempt to get out of here—to escape?” Norman asked.


  Sarja smiled. “Who could escape the city of the Ralas? In all recorded history it has never been done, for even if by some miracle you got a flying-boat, the opening of the water-tunnel that leads outward is guarded always.”


  “Guards or no guards, we’re going to try it and not sit here to furnish blood for the Ralas,” Norman declared. “Are you willing to help, to try to get to Fellows and your city?”


  The green man considered. “It is hopeless,” he said, “but as well to die beneath the force-shells of the Ralas as live out a lifetime here. Yes, I will help, though I cannot see how you expect to escape even from this room.”


  “I think we can manage that,” Norman told him. “But first—not a word to these others. We can’t hope to escape with them all, and there is no knowing what one might not betray us to the frog-men.”


  He went on then to outline to the other two the idea that had come to him. Both exclaimed at the simpleness of the idea, though Sarja remained somewhat doubtful. While Hackett slept, weak still from his loss of blood, Norman had the green man scratch on the metal floor as well as possible a crude map of the satellite’s surface, and found that the city, where Fellows was, seemed some hundreds of miles back from the sea.


  * * * *


  While they talked, the sunlight, apparently sourceless, that came through the heavily barred windows of the room faded rapidly, and dusk settled over the great amphibian city beneath the giant dome, kept from total darkness by a silvery pervading light that Norman reflected must be the light from Earth’s great sphere. With the dusk’s coming the activities in the frog-city lessened greatly.


  With dusk, too, frog-guards entered the room bearing long metal troughs filled with a red jellylike substance, that they placed on racks along the wall. As the guards withdrew the men in the room rushed toward the troughs, elbowing each other aside and striking each other to scoop up and eat as much of the red jelly as possible. It was for all the world like the feeding of farm-animals, and Hackett and Norman so sickened at the sight that they had no heart to try the food. Sarja, though, had no such scruples and seemed to make a hearty meal at one of the troughs.


  After the meal the green men sought the bunks and soon were stretched in sonorous slumber. It was, Norman reflected, exactly the existence of domesticated animals—to eat and sleep and give food to their masters. A deeper horror of the frog-men shook him, and a deeper determination to escape them. He waited until all in the room were sleeping before beckoning to Sarja and Hackett.


  “Quiet now,” he whispered to them. “If these others wake they’ll make such a clamor we won’t have a chance in the world. Ready, Sarja?”


  The green man nodded. “Yes, though I still think such a thing’s impossible.”


  “Probably is,” Norman admitted. “But it’s the one chance we’ve got, the immensely greater strength of our Earth-muscle that the frog-men must have forgotten when they put us in here.”


  They moved silently to the room’s great barred door, outside which a frog-guard paced. They waited until he had passed the door and on down the hall, then Norman and Hackett and Sarja grasped together one of the door’s vertical bars. It was an inch and a half in thickness, of solid metal, and it seemed ridiculous that any men could bend it by the sheer strength of their muscles.


  Norman, though, was relying on the fact that on the second satellite, with its far lesser gravitational influence, their Earth-muscles gave them enormous strength. He grasped the bar, Hackett and Sarja gripping it below him, and then at a whispered word they pulled with all their force. The bar resisted and again, with sweat starting on their foreheads, they pulled. It gave a little.


  * * * *


  They shrank back from it as the guard returned, moving past. Then grasping the bar again they bent all their force once more upon it. Each effort saw it bending more, the opening in the door’s bars widening. They gave a final great wrench and the bent bar squealed a little. They shrank back, appalled, but the guard had not heard or noticed. He moved past it on his return along the hall, and no sooner was past it than Norman squeezed through the opening and leaped silently for the great frog-man’s back.


  It went down with a wild flurry of waving webbed paws and croaking cries, stilled almost instantly by Norman’s terrific blows. There was silence then as Hackett and Sarja squeezed out after him, the momentary clamor of the battle having aroused no one.


  The three leaped together toward the stairs. In two great floating leaps they were on the floor above, Hackett and Norman dragging Sarja between them. They were not seen, were sailing in giant steps up another stair, hopes rising high. The last stair—the roof-opening above; and then from beneath a great croaking cry swelled instantly into chorus of a alarmed shouts.


  “They’ve found the door—the guard!” panted Hackett.


  They were bursting out onto the roof. Frog-guards were on it who came in a hopping rush toward them, force-pistols raised. But a giant leap took Hackett among them, to amaze them for a moment with great flailing blows. Sarja had leaped for the nearest flying-boat resting on the roof, and was calling in a frantic voice to Norman and Hackett. Norman was turning toward Hackett, the center of a wild combat, but the latter emerged from it for a brief second to motion him frantically back.


  “No use, Norman—get away—get away!” he cried hoarsely, frenziedly.


  “Hackett—for God’s sake—!” Norman half-leaped to the other, but an arm caught him, pulled him desperately onto the boat’s surface. It was Sarja, the long craft flying over the roof beneath his control.


  “They come!” he panted. “Too late now—” Frog-men were pouring up onto the roof from below. Sarja sent the craft rocketing upward, as Hackett gestured them away for a last frantic time before going down beneath the frog-men’s onslaught.


  * * * *


  The roof and the combat on it dropped back and beneath them like a stone as their craft ripped across the silvery dusk over the mighty frog-city. They were shooting toward the city’s center, toward the green pool that was the entrance to the water-tunnel, while behind and beneath an increasing clamor of alarm spread swiftly. Norman raged futilely.


  “Hackett—Hackett! We can’t leave him—”


  “Too late!” Sarja cried. “We cannot help him but only be captured again. We escape now and come back—come back—”


  The truth of it pierced Norman’s brain even in the wild moment. Hackett had fought and held back the frog-guards only that they might escape. He shouted suddenly.


  “Sarja—the water-tunnel!” A half-dozen boats with frog-guards on them were rising round it in answer to the alarm!


  “The force-gun!” cried the green man. “Beside you—!”


  Norman whirled, glimpsed the long tube on its swivel beside him, trained it on the boats rising ahead as they rocketed nearer. He fumbled frantically at a catch at the gun’s rear, then felt a stream of shells flicking out of it. Two of the boats ahead vanished as the shells released their annihilating force, another sagged and fell. From the remaining three invisible force-shells flicked around them, but in an instant Sarja had whirled the boat through them and down into the water-tunnel!


  Norman clung desperately to his seat as the boat flashed down through the waters, and then, as Sarja sent it flying out through the great tunnel’s waters, glimpsed, close behind, the beams of the three Rala boats as they pursued them through the tunnel, overtaking them. Could the force-shells be fired under water? Norman did not know, but desperately he swung the force-gun back as they rushed through the waters, and pressed the catch. An instant later beams and boats behind them in the tunnel vanished.


  His lungs were afire; it seemed that he must open them to the strangling water. The boat was ripping the waters at such tremendous speed that he felt himself being torn from his hold on it. Pain seemed poured like molten metal through his chest—he could hold out no longer; and then the boat stabbed up from the waters into clear air!


  * * * *


  Norman panted, sobbed. Behind them rose the colossal metal dome of the frog-city, gleaming dully in the silvery light that flooded the far-stretching seas. That light poured down from a stupendous silver crescent in the night skies. Norman saw dully the dark outlines on it before he remembered. Earth! He laughed a little hysterically. Sarja was driving the flying-boat out over the sea and away from the frog-city at enormous speed. At last he glanced back. Far behind them lay the great dome and up around it gleaming lights were pouring, lights of pursuing Rala boats.


  “We escape,” Sarja cried, “the city of the Ralas, from which none ever before escaped!”


  Remembrance smote Norman. “Hackett! Held off those frog-men so we could get away—we’ll come back for him, by God!”


  “We come back!” said Sarja. “We come back with all the green men of this world to the Ralas’ city, yes! I know what Fallas has planned.”


  “Can you find your way to him—to your city?” Norman asked.


  Sarja nodded, looking upward. “Before the next sun has come and gone we can reach it.”


  The boat flew onward, and the great dome and the searching lights around it dropped beneath the horizon. Norman felt the warm wind drying his drenched garments as they rushed onward. Crouched on the boat he gazed up toward the silver crescent of Earth sinking toward the horizon ahead. That meant, he told himself, that the satellite turned slowly on its axis as it whirled around Earth. It came to him that its night and day periods must be highly irregular.


  When the sun climbed from the waters behind them they were flying still over a boundless waste of waters, but soon they sighted on the horizon ahead the thin green line of land. Sarja slowed as they reached it, took his bearings, and sent the craft flying onward.


  They passed over a green coastal plain and then over low hills joined in long chains and mantled by dense and mighty jungles, towering green growths of unfamiliar appearance to Norman. He thought he glimpsed, more than once, huge beastlike forms moving in them. He did see twice in the jungles great clearings where were fair-sized cities of bright-green buildings, a metal tower rising from each. But when he pointed to them Sarja shook his head.


  * * * *


  At last, as they passed over another range of hills and came into sight of a third green city with its looming tower, the other pointed, his face alight.


  “My city,” he said. “Fallas there.”


  Fellows! Norman’s heart beat faster.


  They shot closer and lower and he saw that the buildings were obviously green to lend them a certain protective coloration similar to that of the green jungles around them. The tower with its surmounting cage puzzled him though, but before he could ask Sarja concerning it his answer came in a different way. A long metal tube poked slowly out of the cage on the tower’s top and sent a hail of force-shells flicking around them.


  “They’re firing on us!” Norman cried. “This can’t be your city!”


  “They see our black boat!” Sarja exclaimed. “They think we’re Rala raiders and unless we let them know they’ll shoot us out of the air! Stand up—wave to them—!”


  Both Norman and Sarja sprang to their feet and waved wildly to those in the tower-cage, their flying-boat drifting slowly forward. Instantly the force-shells ceased to hail toward them, and as they moved nearer a sirenlike signal broke from the cage. At once scores of flying-boats like their own, but glittering metal instead of black, shot up from the city where they had lain until now, and surrounded them.


  As Sarja called in his own tongue to them the green men on the surrounding boats broke into resounding cries. They shot down toward the city, Norman gazing tensely. Great crowds of green men in their dark tunics had swarmed out into its streets with the passing of the alarm, and their craft and the others came to rest in an open square that was the juncture of several streets.


  The green men that crowded excitedly about Norman and Sarja gave way to a half-dozen hurrying into the square from the greatest of the buildings facing on it. All but one were green men like the others. But that one—the laughing-eyed tanned face—the worn brown clothing, the curious huge steps with which he came—Norman’s heart leapt.


  “Fellows!”


  “Great God—Norman!” The other’s face was thunderstruck. “Norman—how by all that’s holy did you get here?”


  * * * *


  Norman, mind and body strained to the breaking point, was incoherent. “We guessed how you’d gone—the second satellite, Fellows—Hackett and I came after you—taken to that frog-city—”


  As Norman choked the tale, Fellows’ face was a study. And when it was finished he swallowed, and gripped Norman’s hand viselike.


  “And you and Hackett figured it out and came after me—took that risk? Crazy, both of you. Crazy—”


  “Fellows, Hackett’s still there, if he’s alive! In the Rala city!”


  Fellows’ voice was grim, quick. “We’ll have him out. Norman, if he still lives. And living or dead, the Ralas will pay soon for this and for all they’ve done upon this world in ages. Their time nears—yes.”


  He led Norman, excited throngs of the green men about them, into the great building from which he had emerged. There were big rooms inside, workshops and laboratories that Norman but vaguely glimpsed in passing. The room to which the other led him was one with a long metal couch. Norman stretched protestingly upon it at the other’s bidding, drifted off almost at once into sleep.


  He woke to find the sunlight that had filled the room gone and replaced by the silvery Earth-light. From the window he saw that the silver-lit city outside now held tremendous activity, immense hordes of green men surging through it with masses of weapons and equipment, flying-boats pouring down out of the night from all directions. He turned as the door of the room clicked open behind him. It was his old friend Fellows.


  “I thought you’d be awake by now, Norman. Feeling fit?”


  “As though I’d slept a week,” Norman said, and the other laughed his old care-free laugh.


  “You almost have, at that. Two days and nights you’ve slept, but it all adds up to hardly more than a dozen hours.”


  “This world!” Norman’s voice held all his incredulity. “To think that we should be on it—a second satellite of Earth’s—it seems almost beyond belief.”


  * * * *


  “Sometimes it seems so to me, too,” Fellows said thoughtfully. “But it’s not a bad world—not the human part of it, at least. When this satellite’s atmosphere caught me and pitchforked me down among these green men, smashing the plane and almost myself, they took care of me. You say three others vanished as I did? I never heard of them here; they must have crashed into the sea or jungles. Of course, I’d have got back to Earth on one of these flying-boats if I’d been able, but their molecular power won’t take them far from this world’s surface, so I couldn’t.


  “As it was, the green men cared for me, and when I found how those frog-men have dominated this world for ages, how that city of the Ralas has spread endless terror among the humans here, I resolved to smash those monsters whatever I did. I taught some of the green men like Sarja my own speech, later learning theirs, and in the weeks I’ve been here I’ve been working out a way to smash the Ralas.


  “You know that amphibian city is almost impregnable because humans can hardly live long enough under the water to get into it, let alone fight under water as the frog-men can. To meet them on even terms the green men needed diving-helmets with an oxygen supply. They’d never heard of such an idea, too afraid of the sea ever to experiment in it, but I convinced them and they’ve made enough helmets for all their forces. In them they can meet the Ralas under water on equal terms.


  “And there’s a chance we can destroy that whole Rala city with their help. It’s built on a giant pedestal of rock rising from the sea’s floor, as you saw, and I’ve had some of the green men make huge force-shells or force-bombs that ought to be powerful enough to split that pedestal beneath the city. If we can get a chance to place those bombs it may smash the frog-men forever on this world. But one thing is sure: we’re going to get Hackett out if he still lives!”


  “Then you’re, going to attack the Rala city now?” Norman cried.


  Fellows nodded grimly. “While you have slept all the forces of the green men on this world have been gathering. Your coming has only precipitated our plans, Norman—the whole soul of the green races has been set upon this attack for weeks!”


  * * * *


  Norman, half bewildered at the swiftness with which events rushed upon him, found himself striding with Fellows in great steps out through the building into the great square. It was shadowed now by mass on mass of flying-boats, crowded with green men, that hung over it and over the streets. One boat, Sarja at its controls, waited on the ground and as they entered and buckled themselves into the seats the craft drove up to hang with the others.


  A shattering cheer greeted them. Norman saw that in the silvery light of Earth’s great crescent there stretched over the city and surrounding jungle now a veritable plain of flying-boats. On each were green men and each bristled with force-guns, and had as many great goggled helmets fastened to it as it had occupants. He glimpsed larger boats loaded with huge metal cylinders—the force-bombs Fellows had mentioned.


  Fellows rose and spoke briefly in a clear voice to the assembled green men on their craft, and another great shout roared from them, and from these who watched in the city below. Then as he spoke a word, Sarja sent their craft flying out over the city, and the great mass of boats, fully a thousand in number, were hurtling in a compact column after them.


  Fellows leaned to Norman as the great column of purring craft shot on over the silver-lit jungles. “We’ll make straight for the Rala city and try setting into it before they understand what’s happening.”


  “Won’t they have guards out?”


  “Probably, but we can beat them back into the city before their whole forces can come out on us. That’s the only way in which we can get inside and reach Hackett. And while we’re attacking the force-bombs can be placed, though I don’t rely too much on them.”


  “If the attack only succeeds in getting us inside,” Norman said, grim-lipped, “we’ll have a chance—”


  “It’s on the knees of the gods. These green men are doing an unprecedented thing in attacking the Ralas, the masters of this world, remember. But they’ve got ages of oppression to avenge; they’ll fight.”


  The fleet flew on, hills and rivers a silver-lit panorama unreeling beneath them. Earth’s crescent sank behind them, and by the time they flashed out over the great fresh-water sea, the sun was rising like a flaming eye from behind it. Land sank from sight behind and the green men were silent, tense, as they saw stretching beneath only the gray waters that for ages had been the base of the dread frog-men. But still the fleet’s column raced on.


  * * * *


  At last the column slowed. Far ahead the merest bulge broke the level line where sky and waters met. The amphibian city of the Ralas! At Fellows’ order-the flying-boats sank downward until they moved just above the waters. Another order made the green hosts don the grotesque helmets. Norman found that while cumbersome their oxygen supply was unfailing. They shot on again at highest speed, but as the gigantic black dome of the frog-city grew in their vision there darted up from around it suddenly a far-flung swarm of black spots.


  “Rala boats!”


  The muffled exclamation was Fellows’. There needed now no order on his part, though. Like hawks, leaping for prey, the fleet of the green men sprang through the air. Norman, clutching the force-gun between his knees, had time only to see that the Rala craft were a few hundred in number and that, contemptuous of the greater odds that favored these humans they had so long oppressed, they were flying straight to meet them. Then the two fleets met—and were spinning side by side above the waters.


  Norman saw the thing only as a wild whirl of Rala boats toward and beside them, great green frog-men crowding the craft, their force-guns hailing shells. Automatically, with the old air-fighting instinct, his fingers had pressed the catch of the gun between his knees and as its shells flicked toward the rushing boats he saw areas of nothingness opening suddenly in their mass, shells striking and exploding in annihilating invisibility there and in their own fleet.


  The two fleets mingled and merged momentarily, the battle becoming a thing of madness, a huge whirl of black and glittering flying-boats together, striking shells exploding nothingness about them. The Ralas were fighting like demons.


  The merged, terrific combat lasted but moments; could last but moments. Norman, his gun’s magazine empty, seemed to see the mass of struggling ships splittering, diverging; then saw that the black craft were dropping, plummeting downward toward the waves! The Ralas, stunned by that minute of terrific combat, were fleeing. Muffled cries and cheers came from about him as the glittering flying-boats of the green men shot after them. They crashed down into the waters and curved deeply into their green-depths, toward the gigantic dome.


  * * * *


  Ahead the Rala boats were in flight toward their city, and now their pursuers were like sharks striking after them. There in the depths the force-guns of black and glittering boats alike were spitting, and giant waves and underwater convulsions rocked pursued and pursuers as the exploding shells annihilated boats and water about them. The tunnel! Its round opening yawned in the looming wall ahead, and Norman saw the Rala craft, reduced to scores in number, hurtling into it, to rouse all the forces of the great amphibian city. Their own boats were flashing into the opening after them. He glimpsed as he glanced back for a moment the larger craft with the great force-bombs veering aside behind them.


  It was nightmare in the water-tunnel. Flashing beams of the craft ahead and waters that rocked and smashed around them as in flight the Ralas still rained back force-shells toward them in a chaos of action. Once the frog-men turned to hold them back in the tunnel, but by sheer weight the rushing ships of the green men crashed them onward. Boats were going into nothingness all around them. A part of Norman’s brain wondered calmly why they survived even while another part kept his gun again working, with refilled magazine. Fellows and Sarja were grotesque shapes beside him. Abruptly the tunnel curved upward and as they flashed up after the remaining Rala craft their boats ripped up into clear air! They were beneath the giant dome!


  The frog-men chased inward spread out in all directions over their mighty, swarming city and across it a terrific clamor of alarm ran instantly as the green men emerged after them! Norman saw flying-boats beginning to rise across all the city and realized that moments would see all the immense force of the Ralas, the thousands of craft they could muster, pouring upon them. He pointed out over the city to a block-like building, and shouted madly through his helmet to Fellows and Sarja:


  “Hackett!”


  But already Sarja had sent their craft whirling across the city toward the structure, half their fleet behind it, with part still emerging from the water-tunnel. Rala boats rose before them, but nothing could stop them now, their force-shells raining ahead to clear a path for their meteor-flight. They shot down toward the block-structure, and Norman, half-crazed by now, saw that to descend and enter was suicide in the face of the frog-forces rising now over all the city. He cried to Fellows, and with two of the guns as they swooped lower they sprayed force-shells along the building’s side.


  * * * *


  The shells struck and whiffed away the whole side, exposing the level on the building’s interior. Out from it rushed swarms of crazed green men, sweeping aside the frog-men guards, while far over the city the invading craft were losing shells on the block-like buildings that held the prisoners, tens of thousands of them swarming forth. In the throng below as they raced madly forth Norman saw one, and shouted wildly. The one brown garbed figure looked up, saw their boat swooping lower, and leaped for it in a tremendous forty-foot spring that brought his fingers to its edge. Norman pulled him frenziedly up.


  “Norman!” he babbled. “In God’s name—Fellows—!”


  “That helmet, Hackett!” Fellows flung at him. “My God, look at those prisoners—Norman!”


  The countless thousands of green men released from the buildings whose walls had vanished under the shells of the invaders had poured forth to make the amphibian city a chaos of madness. Oblivious to all else they were throwing themselves upon the city’s crowding frog-men in a battle whose ferocity was beyond belief, disregarding all else in this supreme chance to wreak vengeance on the monstrous beings who had fed upon their blood. In the incredible insanity of that raging fury the craft of the green men hanging over the city were all but forgotten.


  Suddenly the city and the mighty dome over it quivered violently, and then again. There came from beneath a dull, vast, grinding roar.


  “The great force-bombs!” Fellows screamed. “They’ve set them off—the city’s sinking—out of here, for the love of God!”


  The boat whirled beneath Sarja’s hands toward the pool of the water-tunnel, all their fleet rushing with them. The grinding roar was louder, terrible; dome and city were shaking violently now; but in the insensate fury of their struggle the frog-men and their released prisoners were hardly aware of it. The whole great dome seemed sinking upon them and the city falling beneath it as Sarja’s craft ripped down into the tunnel’s waters, and then out, at awful speed, as the great tunnel’s walls swayed and sank around them! They shot out into the green depths from it to hear a dull, colossal crashing through the waters from behind as the great pedestal of rock on which the city had stood, shattered by the huge force-bombs, collapsed. And as their boats flashed up into the open air they saw that the huge dome of the city of the Ralas was gone.


  Beneath them was only a titanic whirlpool of foaming waters in which only the curved top of the settling dome was visible for a moment as it sank slowly and ponderously downward, with a roar as of the roar of falling worlds. Buckling, collapsing, sinking, it vanished in the foam-wild sea with all the frog-men who for ages had ruled the second satellite, and with all those prisoners who had at the last dragged them down with them to death! Ripping off their helmets, with all the green men shouting crazily about them, Norman and Fellows and Hackett stared down at the colossal maelstrom in the waters that was the tomb of the masters of a world.


  Then the depression’s sides collapsed, the waters rushing together . . . and beneath them was but troubled, tossing sea . . .


  * * * *


  Earth’s great gray ball was overhead again and the sun was sinking again to the horizon when the three soared upward in the long, gleaming plane, its motor roaring. Norman, with Hackett and Fellows crowding the narrow cabin beside him, waved with them through its windows. For all around them were rising the flying-boats of the green men.


  They were waving wildly, shouting their farewells, Sarja’s tall figure erect at the prow of one. Insistent they had been that the three should stay, the three through whom the monstrous age-old tyranny of the frog-men had been lifted, but Earth-sickness was on them, and they had flown to where the plane lay still unharmed among the reeds, a hundred willing hands dragging it forth for the take-off.


  The plane soared higher, motor thundering, and they saw the flying-boats sinking back from around them. They caught the wave of Sarja’s hand still from the highest, and then that, too, was gone.


  Upward they flew toward the great gray sphere, their eyes on the dark outlines of its continents and on one continent. Higher—higher—green land and gray tea receding beneath them; Hackett and Fellows intent and eager as Norman kept the plane rising. The satellite lay, a greenish globe, under them. And as they went higher still a rushing sound came louder to their ears.


  “The edge of the satellite’s atmosphere?” Fellows asked, as Norman nodded.


  “We’re almost to it—here we go!”


  As he shot the plane higher, great forces smote it, gray Earth and green satellite and yellow sun gyrating round it as it reeled and plunged. Then suddenly it was falling steadily, gray Earth and its dark continent now beneath, while with a dwindling rushing roar its second satellite whirled away above them, passing and vanishing. Passing as though, to Norman it seemed, all their strange sojourn on it were passing; the frog-men and their mighty city, Sarja and their mad flight, the green men and the last terrific battle; all whirling away—whirling away.


  WORLD AVATISM


  Amazing Stories, August 1930


  The sun’s rays have been credited with many beneficial powers. It is a universally conceded fact that the sun is necessary to good health; not only because of its warmth-giving rays, but also because of some other element, directly a health-giving factor, which has since been more or less successfully duplicated in the laboratory—in the form of Alpine lamps and what not. It is also said, however, that there are certain properties in the rays of the sun which might be used] as life-giving rays. As far as we know, nothing definite has been established on this score yet. Who knows what other helpful possibilities are hidden in the various ether vibrations produced by the sun? Edmond Hamilton has a brand new idea, which he elaborates and weaves into a fascinating story of scientific fiction “Certainly it seems to us to be of absorbing interest.


  Foreword


  I WRITE THESE words in a room perched high in one of New York’s highest towers. Beneath me, in the fading sunlight of late afternoon, there stretches the vast mass of the mighty city’s structures. New York it is—but such a New York as never man looked upon before. And it is with its familiar but infinitely strange panorama before my eyes that I start now this record of the great change.


  My name is Allan Harker. Dr. Allan Harker, I could say, for it has been seven years since I took the degree and with it a position on the biological staff of Manhattan University. That was a great day for me. Manhattan was one of the most renowned of eastern universities, and its biological department in particular was known to scientists the world over. This was due not only to the department’s unrivalled equipment, but also in greater part to two of the scientists who worked in it, Dr. Howard Grant, head of the department, and Dr. Raymond Ferson, his associate. Very proud I was to have won so soon the opportunity of working with those two world-famed biologists. And even prouder I was when, in the next years, my work came gradually to link my name with theirs.


  Grant and Ferson and Harker—we were known to scientists across half the world. It was Grant, of course, the eldest of us, who was best known. A tall, saturninefaced and dark-browed Scotsman, his utter and undivided passion for research was a byword among us. It used to be said, though not in his hearing, that Grant would have vivisected his own grandmother if he thought some new principle might be learned by it. All respected the man, or the man’s achievements, but he never had a tithe of the popularity that was Ferson’s. Ferson was in fact a complete contrast to his superior, a short-statured man of middle age with unruly hair and beard and warm brown, friendly eyes. As for myself, the third of the trio, I had neither the brilliant scientific mind of Grant nor the keen vision of Ferson, but by dint of ceaseless plodding with monotonous details, I had built for myself a reputation that linked my name with theirs.


  Aside from our professorial duties in the university’s lecture-rooms, we had each of us our separate work. I was plodding away with my dull experiments on cell-grouping, which I expected would some day yield a theory that would astound all cytologists. Now and then I received help on some difficult point from Ferson, who was himself immersed in an attempt to demolish the Snelsen-Morrs revertebration theory by prying into the interior structure of innumerable unheard-of lizards. Grant, however, never received or gave any help, keeping his work entirely to himself. We had gathered, from his rare references to it, that he had been working for months on one of the broader problems of evolutionary science, but that was all we knew, and we were as amazed as any when Grant published the statement that touched off the sensational “evolution controversy.”


  It is needless for me to give here all the details of the thing. It is sufficient to say that Grant, in his statement, announced that he had solved at last the greatest enigma of biological science—that he had discovered the cause of evolution.


  One can understand what an uproar that statement created, and was bound to create. For the cause of evolutionary change has always been the supreme problem of biology. Long ago Darwin and Wallace and Lamarck and their fellows had laid the processes of evolution bare. They had shown to an astonished world that life on earth was not static in forms that had always existed and always would exist, but that it was in constant change and movement up through constantly changing forms. The eohippus had changed, had evolved into the horse, and in future ages would be something different still. The great felines that had roamed earth had evolved into smaller forms and into tame cats. A certain branch of ape-like forms had evolved into great hairy troglodytes and then into modern men. All life on earth was constantly changing, evolving, forced ever upward through the diverging channels of evolution into new and different forms.


  But what force was it that pressed earth’s life thus upward through the paths of change? What force was it that caused all this vast, slow evolution of earth’s creatures into different creatures, that had begun with the first jelly-like life-forms on earth and had forced the tide of life up from them to the forms of today, that still was slowly changing them? That question none could answer. Environment did not explain it, for though environment had certain effects on the life-forms in it, it was not responsible for that deep, vast tide of upward evolution. Mendelism had seemed for a time to suggest an explanation but had failed in the end to do so. Some great force there was, all knew, that pressed life always up the path of evolution, but none had ever guessed what that force might be, and the thing had come to be accepted at last as one of the insoluble problems of science. And now Grant claimed that he had solved it!


  “For long,” Grant’s statement said, “I have held that since evolutionary change is unquestionably caused by some definite and omnipresent force acting upon all life on earth, it should be possible to discover the nature of that force. I will not recount the work of months which I have spent in constant search for this force, but will say that finally I have been successful, have identified the force which my experiments show beyond all doubt to be the single force responsible for the upward course of evolution on earth. That force is a vibratory force, a vibration unknown to earth’s physicists prior to my discovery of it, which has as its source the sun!


  “The sun, we know, is a vast mass of incandescent matter which ceaselessly pours out part of its matter transformed into energy. The energy thus formed, flooding out in all directions from the sun through space, takes various forms. At a certain vibratory frequency, it takes the form of light and illuminates our day. At another frequency, it is radiant heat, warming our world. At still another, it is the cosmic ray so recently discovered. There are many others, known to us, and still more of which we know nothing as yet, a vast welter of vibratory forces flooding endlessly outward from the sun. And it is one of those vibrations, one which we well may call the evolution vibration, which is responsible for the evolutionary change of all life on earth.


  “In this there is nothing astounding. The sun’s various vibratory forces affect all living things on earth profoundly, each in a different manner. Without the light-vibrations earth’s life would fade and die, the absence of the ultra-violet waves being fatal in time. Without its heat-radiations all life would freeze. And without this evolution vibration playing ceaselessly upon earth, all life upon earth would no longer be pressed upward through the paths of evolution, would slip back swiftly down those paths, down the myriad roads up which it has surged for so long. For not only is it this evolution vibration that forces earth’s life upward on the way of change, it is this vibration that keeps earth’s life from slipping backward!”


  Thus for Grant’s statement. To Ferson and me it was as astonishing as to the rest of the scientific world, for not until then did we learn what work it was that had occupied Grant for so long. Yet even we two, I think, were surprised at the sensation that that statement caused. Always the work of Dr. Grant had been accepted almost without question, so great was his reputation and so brilliant his achievements. But with the publication of this amazing new theory of his, the general dislike of the man that had always lain latent, burst forth into a storm of criticism.


  It was admitted that the new vibratory force which Grant had discovered did apparently exist, since other scientists working on his data had corroborated his work on it. But it was denied, by Grant’s numerous critics, that this force was what he claimed it to be—the cause of evolutionary change. It was impossible, they stated, that such a so-called evolution vibration could in reality be responsible for the course of evolution on earth. And it was even more absurd to suggest as Grant had done that were that force withdrawn, were the evolution vibration to cease to play on earth from the sun, the living beings of earth would slip swiftly backward on the road of change.


  The controversy over the thing grew, in fact, to a point of bitterness unprecedented in scientific discussion, a bitterness intensified by the comments of the saturnine and black-tempered Grant. In a series of sardonic statements, he compared his critics to those who had derided the work of Darwin and his fellows, and indulged in some rather acrid personalities. These in turn provoked fiercer attacks, and the whole matter grew thus quickly into an unseemly intellectual brawl. To Ferson and myself the whole controversy seemed a useless one, because, in the course of time, experimentation by other scientists would definitely prove or disprove Grant’s theory. Yet neither of us ventured to suggest that to our bitter superior, and so the wrangle grew in intensity in the next days until it suddenly came to a head.


  It was the elderly President Rogers of Manhattan University who brought the thing to a focus. He and the university’s other officials had been growing more and more restive under the criticisms that Grant’s controversy was bringing on the school, and so at last he suggested that a meeting be held at which Grant could lay his theories and data before his fellow-scientists in their entirety. This Grant accepted, and so too did most biologists of any note within traveling distance of New York, so widely had the clamor of the dispute spread. And on an afternoon Grant rose before several hundred assembled scientists in one of the university’s lecture-halls to explain his discovery.


  There is little need for me to tell at length of what took place at that meeting, which both Ferson and I attended. At the first appearance of Dr. Grant his enemies in the audience grew vocal in their criticisms, and before he had spoken a quarter of an hour the hall was in such an uproar as a scientific meeting has seldom heard; Twice Grant made an effort to go on and each time his voice was drowned by a storm of shouted cries. The President, chairman of the meeting, was rapping vainly for order, but Grant only stood still, looking out over the stormy meeting with a cold contempt in his eyes, yet with a strange fire in them. Quietly he rolled up the data-sheets in his hand and thrust them into his pocket, and as quietly stepped forward to the platform’s edge. Something in his bearing, in his expression, quickly quieted the noisy throng before him.


  His voice came out over the hall cold and clear. “You have not let me give to you the proof for which you asked,” he said.


  The President stepped to his side, said something rapidly, but Grant shook his head calmly. “No proof that I can give you here would convince you of my theory’s truth, I know,” he told the silent throng before him, “but I will give you proof of it yet! To you, and to the world, I will give a proof such as the world has never seen before!”


  Before any could move, he had walked from the platform and out of the hall. A buzz of excited voices broke out instantly, in comment and criticism. It was some hours later before Ferson and I got from the meeting to Grant’s laboratory. But Grant was not there.


  Within twenty-four hours more we knew, and all at the university knew, that Dr. Grant had disappeared. From the meeting he went to his laboratory, burned some papers there and pocketed others. Then he went to his rooms, hastily packed a few bags and departed. He left no note, no message. His action brought to a climax the whole sensation of the controversy he had precipitated and Grant’s going was taken by many of his critics as a confession of the falsity of his position. He had had no close relatives to start a search for him, and though to Ferson and me his strange departure seemed astounding, we could explain it no better than others. The sensation subsided, and Ferson was appointed to head the department in place of the vanished scientist. Our own work occupied us once more. And certainly neither Ferson nor I, any more than another, guessed what lay behind Grant’s strange action.


  It was six months after Grant’s departure that the great change began.


  The first intimation was brought to the public notice by a New York newspaper. In a sensational article entitled “Is a New Crime Wave Upon Us?” it pointed out that in the last few days an unprecedented number of crimes of violence had taken place.


  These were the more appalling in that many seemed quite without motive. In New York alone, in those few days, there had been more than a dozen murders, mostly clubbings and stabbings, which had apparently been provoked by the slightest of causes. In Chicago a respected clerk of middle age had for some annoyance turned suddenly and fractured the skulls of three of his associates with a heavy bar. From San Francisco and Los Angeles had come news of half a dozen holocausts in which one member of a family had slaughtered or attempted to slaughter all the others. From every part of the land there were coming reports of the most horrifying crimes of violence, the great majority of which seemed inspired by the pettiest of causes.


  And this same wave of homicidal maniac seemed at work over all the world! It was as though hundreds in earth’s population had suddenly had their reason dwarfed and their passions magnified. No less than three solid householders in London had run amuck in bursts of sadistic fury that had cost a half-score lives. The Paris police had taken from the Seine more human bodies, many terribly mutilated, than had ever been found in it in a like time before. Germany was aghast over two mass-murders of unexampled fiendishness that had occurred in a Rhenish and a Silesian village. There was news of an even more terrible slaying in Calcutta, and word of murders almost as terrible from almost every country on the globe.


  Nor was it murder alone that was stalking the earth, for robberies of the utmost brutality were even more numerous. Overshadowed as they were by the greater horror, they were as astonishing in nature. For all, like the slayings, seemed the result of sudden brutal instincts or desires uncontrolled by reason. Small shopkeepers in American and English towns were struck down for trifles. In the stores of great cities there were those who snatched childishly at desired objects and attempted a hopeless escape to the street. That was the keynote of all Sadism, of which this word is the adjective, is a mental perversion towards cruelty, these robberies, of all these crimes—the unreasoning childishness of them. For the great part of them were attempted under circumstances which should have shown to even the most dull-witted that there was no chance of success.


  It was a wave of strange and terrible crime, indeed, that was sweeping over all the earth. The newspapers concerned themselves with it to the exclusion of all else soon. They sought for explanations. What had caused this sudden release of the most brutal passions of numberless people? Many were the answers. An eminent scientist declared that the nerve-racking strain of modern civilization had reached such a pitch that the human mind could no longer stand it, was giving way beneath it. Many wrote serious letters to the press denouncing the motion pictures as schools of crime. Others defended them. And while the cause was thus argued, the great wave of crime and utter lawlessness that had rolled across earth seemed increasing in volume.


  The number of deaths by violence that were each day recorded had grown now to an appalling figure. Murderous attacks were common in every one of earth’s great cities. Men hurled themselves at each other’s throats, apparently for a word, a gesture. Nor was this all. A strange erratic insanity seemed seizing more and more of earth’s millions. Numberless were those reported to the authorities as missing, those who had wandered causelessly away from home and family. The world’s roads held an unprecedented number of vagrant wanderers.


  But in a few days more even this astounding wave of appalling crime was dwarfed in importance by more astounding and more terrible happenings. Accidents, a great number of them fatal to many, were occurring in every part of earth in an amount that was all but incredible.


  More than a hundred people had gone to death in the crash of two thundering passenger trains in Colorado, a crash that had been due to the failure of an engineer to heed the plainest of signals. Two train wrecks in northern England had taken a toll of life almost as great, and there were reports of many other crashes from various parts of earth. In every one the accident had been due to the inexplicable failure of the human element, the failure of dispatcher or switchman or engineer to perform the duty that habit should have made automatic. In one case, that of the Austrian disaster, the crash had been directly caused by the sudden craziness of a switchman, who, for some slight grievance, had sent a long passenger-train crashing through an open switch and down an embankment.


  There was news as terrible from the seas. Wireless reports flashed thick with word of ships that had blundered fatally on rocks or shoals by fault of helmsman or navigating officer. The greater part of these, fortunately, were freight-ships of medium and small size, but one case sent a thrill of horror through earth, already steeped in horror. That was when the great transatlantic liner Garonia, bound to Southampton, crashed by night into the southern Irish coast with the resulting loss of three-fourths of the thousand humans it carried. And that wreck, like the others, was due to an utterly inexplicable failure of the ship’s personnel.


  Smaller in magnitude, but taking a total of far more lives, were the unnumbered accidents that took place in the thickly populated and highly mechanized countries of North America and Europe. The number of automobile deaths, always staggering America, reached a stunning total in those last fateful days of September. Crashes took place at every corner, and the running down of pedestrians became a common occurrence everywhere. Many cars mowed a path of death through street and sidewalk before they were halted, their drivers losing apparently all faculty of control of them.


  And in mill and shop and factory death’s grim hand was reaping as thickly. Men, upon whom the lives of many depended, suddenly lost control of their machines and sent those many to death. Countless others were mangled or crushed to death by the great mechanisms they had operated for years without mishaps. Airplane crashes became so numerous that many sections of the world peremptorily forbade all further flying until the cause of it all could be ascertained. It was as though more and more of the masses of men were becoming incapable of handling the mechanisms, of conducting the operations, that they had been executing for years. Was mankind going collectively insane?


  It seemed insanity, indeed, that was sweeping earth now. Riots had taken place on a small scale here and there in those days, but it was not until after the first of October that the first of the great outbreaks took place in London. Crowds of wandering men and women began the looting of shops, the breaking of windows, and the rioting swiftly spread. So swiftly did it spread, in fact, that by the time the troops called to suppress it appeared on the scene, unestimated thousands were engaged in the wild search for plunder. At the order to fire, an irregular volley from the troops killed scores, but in the pitched mob battle that followed scores of the soldiers took the side of the looters. The combat between mob and soldiers was forgotten, and the battle became a wild scene of brutality and violence in which hundreds were slain and trampled. In the end it required machine-guns to disperse them.


  A similar great outbreak in New York was curbed quickly a day later by the use of planes and tear-bomb’s, but two days after there came a huge riot of unexampled bloodiness in Chicago, which cost several thousand lives and which resulted in the burning of a third of the city. Beginning as a race riot and developing into a savage general battle for loot, it was notable for the fact that the troops, called to suppress it, broke up even before they reached the scene and occupied themselves in brutal looting and battle of their own. And a score of great riots in the other cities of earth had similar results.


  Civilization seemed crashing, with this oncoming dissolution of its organization and institutions. Had humanity gone insane, indeed? Swiftly, with full realization of the peril upon it by then, a conference of the world’s most noted scientists had been called some days before at New York, to explain and to halt, if possible, this wave of seeming insanity that was gripping more of the masses of humanity each day and that was disintegrating civilization.


  But when those scientists met, the world learned that they had a hundred different explanations of the thing, no two agreeing. The famous American alienist who had voiced his opinion days before reiterated his belief that the minds of men were giving way en masse beneath the strain of modern civilization. A Rumanian bacteriologist claimed that the thing was the result of a contagious new brain disease spreading over earth, and claimed even to have isolated the bacterium of that disease. The scientists, gripped seemingly by something of the erratic condition of mind they were striving to explain, argued these theories and others with utmost passion, sometimes attacking each other. An English physicist, who suggested that earth was passing through strange mind-affecting gases in space, was assaulted by the proponent of another theory. And still more furious and incredulous, the world learned, was the reception given to the explanation of a New York biologist named Ferson, who claimed that the whole great terror was the result of the human races slipping backward on the road of evolution!


  “World atavism! A throwback of all the world’s life on the road of evolution!” So, they learned, Ferson had cried to the assembled scientists. “All earth’s animal life is beginning to slip back, and man, as the most recently developed animal, is slipping first, is going back toward the savage state, toward the cave-man or troglodyte, toward the ape! He is losing control of his passions as he goes back, which accounts for the violence that now fills earth! And he is losing the mental capacity of modern man, which accounts for his inability to operate longer our modern machines! A world atavism that is beginning with the atavism of the human races!”


  “But what could cause such world atavism as that?” the incredulous scientists had cried.


  “The evolutionary theory of my former associate, Dr. Grant—” Ferson had begun, but was interrupted by a chorus of derisive shouts provoked by the mention of the scientist whose ridiculous theory had been exploded.


  So Ferson had been forced from the meeting by the furious scientists, who seemed seized indeed with the erratic craziness that was gripping the world. Another day they advanced and argued their theories, theories that grew ever more impossible, more incoherent, and then the meeting dissolved in a general riotous brawl of the arguing scientists. They, in common with the rest of the races of men, seemed incapable longer of calm thought, of cool, unpassioned reasoning. Two were killed, throttled in the brawl that ended the meeting, and the rest scattered. They were not followed or punished, for now the disintegration of humanity’s institutions had become such that crime was unheeded.


  Men were outrivalling each other in mad action. Those in high places as in low were gripped by the insanity that had apparently seized earth, and from the Cabinets and Congresses of a score of nations came declarations of war against other nations, for the slightest of reasons or for none at all. England, the United States, France, Germany, Italy, Turkey, Japan and China—these and a dozen others issued frenzied and incoherent calls to arms. But they were unheeded! Even war now could not penetrate the unreasoning minds of men. Armies had broken up, all discipline and organization vanishing. A few who tried to keep their soldiers in line found that the men could no longer handle the great guns and instruments of war, found that most of them were incapable of the operation of rifles!


  Civilization was crashing with a prolonged roar of falling laws and institutions and customs echoing across the world. The ordinary methods of transportation and production having completely broken down days before, the stream of food into the great cities had abruptly ceased. The brutal throngs that filled those cities subsisted by looting the existing food supplies for a time, but soon these were exhausted and then terrible battles took place between, the rioters for food which they had found. Battles they were of hordes of ragged brutes, of savages, who fought with knives or with their bare hands in the streets. Only occasionally was a shot heard, for almost none there was now with sufficient dull glimmer of intelligence to manipulate a gun.


  In the shadow of the tall towers of New York, and in the brick and stone acres of London and the boulevards of Paris, thousands and hundreds of thousands of these savages swarmed, the ways choked with corpses of the slain. At night they crouched fearfully in hallways and offices and corridors, the vast cities lying dark and silent beneath the stars. Shapes of prowling animals were being seen in some of them by night. No wheel turned in all the world now, for none seemed left with intelligence enough to operate the simplest machine.


  And these swarms that had been human were changing in appearance too. The men were unshaven and hairier, it seemed. Much clothing had been discarded, crude belts that held knives or the like weapons being retained. They crouched now as they walked, their step a watchful, animal-like one. From under shaggy brows they stared at each other. Small, crude family-groups held together, the man battling other men for the possession of food. Some managed to kill animals, and wore the skins.


  They were troglodytes, millions of them, men such as the world had seen thousands of years before, as humanity had been then. They were troglodytes, wandering through the cities and towns that they themselves had built, staring in wondering fear about them at things the purpose of which they could not understand. But most had no wonder, only a brutal lack of interest in all save food and mating and sleep. There were no fires, for all had lost the use of fire and feared it now.


  Driven by hunger, great masses of them were pouring out of the cities into the countryside, to hunt roots and herbs and to kill small animals for food. They made rude shelters for a time, then abandoned them for caves and crannies in the rocks. They ceased to use knives or spears, they could but throw great stones at each other or wield chance clubs, or fight with bare hands.


  Many had remained in the cities and among them was more fighting. With each day they were changing farther, it seemed, going farther back along the long road of change that man had ascended so slowly through the ages, and that he was slipping back upon so swiftly.


  The streets of New York and Glasgow and Constantinople and Yokohama saw them, these animal-like, apelike hordes that wandered there. Ape-like they were becoming, indeed, swiftly hairier of body, more crouching of gait, stooping occasionally in moving to run on hands and feet. Clothing they had discarded. The fragmentary, mumbled speech that they had kept until days before had given way to a meaningless medley of barking shouts and cries whose tone conveyed their crude attempt at communication. They roamed the great cities in little groups or tribes, of each of which one was the strongest, the tyrant, the acknowledged lord.


  And now, they were changing still. We’re running more on hands and feet, walking upright less. Back from man to troglodyte, and from troglodyte to ape had the human races gone, and now were slipping back still into the animal races from which the apes had come! World atavism—and it was wiping the last human-like forms from the face of earth!


  Of this great change that in days swept man back into the brutal forms of dead ages, I, Allan Harker, was a witness from the first. For it was at New York that the early manifestations of the change had been first noticed, in that increasing wave of terrible crime that was in days to rage over the whole earth.


  Neither Ferson nor I, of course, had any suspicion of the thing’s real magnitude in those first days. We followed, with the same astonishment that held most in the world, the astounding growth of crime and violence, but it was remote from our own interests, and we were both very much absorbed in our differing work of experimentation. We spent more time on that work, indeed, in those days than before, for both Ferson and I seemed to have lost a little of our usual skill and knowledge. I know that he caught himself in inexplicable lapses, and I know that I, usually the most patient of biologists, forgot myself in sudden impatient rage on one or two occasions and smashed retorts and test-tubes about me. Neither of us dreamed, of course, that we were being affected by the same strange forces that were releasing humanity’s passions in a carnival of crime.


  But when a little later the great wave of crime that was making earth hideous was made more terrible by the innumerable inexplicable accidents that were occurring, Ferson became thoughtful. He deserted his own white-tiled laboratories for the university’s psychological test-rooms with their strange recording instruments, and spent hours there carrying out intricate tests of the reactions of himself and others. It was after two days of such tests, when the fatal accidents occurring everywhere were taking toll of thousands of lives daily, and when almost all industrial activity was slowing and stopping because of them, that Ferson came back, his countenance as I had never seen it.


  “I’ve found it, Allan,” he said quietly. “The cause of all this terror—these innumerable crimes and accidents and riotings.”


  “The cause of them?” I repeated, uncomprehendingly, and he nodded.


  “Yes, and that cause is world atavism! An atavism, a throwback, of all the world’s animal life, that is beginning with man as the most recently developed animal and that is taking place before our eyes! Taking place in ourselves even!”


  “World atavism!” I gasped. “But, Ferson—that such a thing could be—it’s inconceivable!”


  He shook his head. “Not inconceivable. You remember Grant and his theory, that the evolution vibrations from the sun were what had pushed earth’s life up the road of evolution? And you remember that Grant said that were those evolution vibrations to cease to reach earth from the sun, all earth’s life would slip swiftly back upon that road?”


  “I remember,” I said, “but how could such a thing happen? What could ever halt the play of the sun’s evolution vibrations on earth?”


  Ferson’s eyes were somber. “I do not know what could,” he said slowly, “but I think I know who could!”


  “Ferson!” I cried. “You don’t for an instant think that Grant—”


  “I do think so,” he said, his voice steelly. “Grant discovered the existence of the evolution vibrations—he alone of men knew all concerning them. Do you remember what he said when they refused to let him explain his theory even at that meeting? He said: ‘I will give you proof of this. I will give you proof yet of this theory, and such a proof as the world has never seen before!” My mind was reeling. “Then you think that when Grant disappeared—that he—”


  “I think that that great proof that Grant promised in his rage to give the world is the world atavism that is upon humanity now! I think that Grant in some inconceivable way has used his knowledge and his power to deflect or dampen the evolution vibrations coming toward earth from the sun, and that it is because of the absence of those vibrations that earth’s life is slipping backward!”


  “But where will it stop?” I exclaimed.


  “It will not stop, Harker—this tremendous change has only begun. Man, the most recently evolved of all animals, is changing first, and will go back through troglodyte and ape to the forms before them, back through changing beast-forms. By then the other animals of earth will be changing also, thrown back along the evolutionary road, and that great atavism will continue until earth’s life has all changed back into the first crude protoplasmic forms from which eons ago it sprung!”


  “But what can we do?” I cried. “There must be some way of stopping this!”


  “There is only one way,” he said. “Grant is causing this great world atavism, is shutting off the sun’s evolution vibrations from earth by projecting toward the sun, no doubt, a great dampening or neutralizing vibration that stifles them, annihilates them, at their source. We must find Grant’s whereabouts, must destroy whatever apparatus he is using to do that!”


  “Yet if all are changing—we two also must be changing!” I exclaimed, and he nodded.


  “We two are already a little affected as all men are, more or less. Our lapses of memory, the difficulties we have in our work now, these things in the last days are the result of this world atavism in us, just as the crimes and accidents filling earth are. And we two must protect ourselves against this tremendous change, whatever we do, for on us depends the one chance of halting Grant’s terrible work. The world will never believe that that dread work is really going on until it is too late, so you and I must not change!”


  Ferson went swiftly on to explain his idea. This was none other than to construct two small projectors that would each automatically and ceaselessly generate artificial evolution vibrations, vibrations affecting a limited range as the sun’s vibrations had affected all earth. These projectors in their compact cases could be worn on our bodies by each of us without being noticeable, and would keep each of us always thus in the range of the vital vibrations, so that we would not be affected by the world-wide absence of that which was causing this world atavism. Whatever great dampening wave Grant was sending out toward the sun to neutralize its evolution vibrations would not, of course, affect the vibrations of our own little projectors.


  The next two days saw us at work upon these projectors. The method of producing the evolution vibrations we knew, for as I have mentioned, they had been artificially produced in a small way by physicists upon Grant’s first announcement of his theory. The second day, therefore, saw our projectors complete, small flat black cases that were strapped to our belts without being noticeable, each holding the tiny but marvelously powerful batteries that were the current-source, and the compact little generator that automatically and unendingly released the vital evolution vibrations for a range of several feet. With these completed and working, and secured thus by them from being ourselves affected by the terrible atavism that was upon the races of man, we began our greater work of locating Grant and the apparatus by which he was shutting off the sun’s vibrations and loosing this horror on the earth.


  For horror it had now become, and the world was waking up to its true nature as every sort of brutal passion was released in terrible crime over it, and as the inexplicable mindlessness of men brought on terrific accidents. Already a dozen of the greatest governments in cooperation had called a conference of earth’s greatest scientists at New York to explain or to halt at least the horror that was sweeping earth. To that conference they came with each a different and more incredible explanation of the thing, and to it went Ferson and I to give them the true explanation and to turn them toward the search for Grant that might yet save humanity. But that explanation was never given, for Ferson’s first mention of world atavism was greeted with incredulous cries, and when he went on to mention Grant, such a derisive storm arose, that he was forced bodily from the meeting, leaving the scientists disputing fiercely over the most impossible of theories, supporting and opposing those theories by blows.


  For they, like the rest of humanity, seemed incapable now of clear and sustained thought upon any subject. Even Ferson and I, working day and night in the isolated upper Manhattan laboratories of the university, were able to see clearly what was happening about us. We were living, eating, sleeping at the laboratories by this time, for all means of transportation and all industrial activities were ceasing. Great masses of men roamed the streets of the city, some forming into gangs that made life terrible for the others, the rest engaged in indiscriminate looting. The great London riot and the abortive outbreak in lower New York had now taken place, and it was evident to all that the last shadow of law and order in the city was vanishing, for more and more the troops and police who maintained it were engaging in the rioting themselves.


  News came still a little, in incoherently written and erratically printed sheets, for a few days, and it was thus we learned of the huge Chicago riot and subsequent fire. It marked the beginning of the end. Within a few days more utter lawlessness reigned over New York, corpses lay in its streets and looters were everywhere. The university buildings, deserted now by all but ourselves, were not attacked except on a few occasions by the looting swarms, there being no food or other desirable things in them, and Ferson and I had rifles and pistols in our laboratory to repel the ragged and brutal gangs that might attack us.


  In those terrible days we were occupied heart and soul in the work of locating Grant and whatever mechanism it was by which he was casting this doom on humanity. It was Ferson’s idea that the great damping wave, which Grant must be sending toward the sun to halt the play of its endless evolution vibrations, would affect certain recording instruments, if the correct frequency for their circuits could be found. Once that was found, by observing the amount by which the instruments were affected at different locations by the waves of the great damping vibration, we could calculate and chart that great wave’s source with some degree of accuracy. It seemed to me a very slender chance, yet I knew as well as did Ferson that it was the one possible way. Grant, we knew, would have protected himself, as we had, by a small artificial projector of the vibrations.


  So in those fearful days we worked with the recording instruments, watching them at each new trial for some indication of the force whose source we sought. The whole great mass of New York’s giant structures that stretched southward and downward from our laboratory lay now in complete darkness each night; the last wonted activities of civilization having ceased in it as elsewhere. Ragged hordes of savages roamed it, savages so hairy and crouching and brutal of face, seeming each day more prognathous of jaw and slanting of brow and animal-like of eye, that we knew them to be troglodytes, cave-men, men such as humanity had been ages before and such as it was over all earth now.


  We saw them occasionally prowling through the university grounds in search of food, shambling toward us with lowering brows to attack us when they glimpsed us, but fleeing in fear when we fired over their heads. For none of them could manipulate so complicated a thing as a firearm. All earth’s hundreds of millions were prowling their way in just such brutal bands, thrown back to the state that had been man’s before history’s dawn. And ever more brutal and hairy and animal-like they were becoming as they slipped back farther still, back from troglodyte to ape! Mankind was gone, transformed into these still-changing brutes—all except Ferson and me.


  I cannot tell now in full of those terrible last days of change, those days in which in our chance glimpses we saw men making that other terrible step backward, from troglodyte to ape. For Ferson and I were working with the speed of utter despair. Even were Grant’s terrible work to be halted, the sun’s evolution vibrations again released on earth, it would take them untold ages to raise the brute-like beings about us to the status of men once more. Humanity was passing, had passed, into the brute around us, yet for their sake, for the sake of the humanity that might rise again in the dim future, we kept to our efforts, sought still to halt this awful change, that would otherwise not stop until protoplasmic slime alone was left living on earth.


  We had found the correct frequency for the circuits of our recording instruments, and in feverish haste set up those instruments at intervals of a mile, working through the night. The weirdest of work it was, the vast city’s streets and structures silent in the night around us, the countless hordes of brute-like beings that once had built them now cowering in the buildings in ape-like fear of the night’s mysteries. We took our readings, hastened back to our laboratory, and dawn found us marking those readings on the great chart-map of the section we had ready. Somewhere in that section, somewhere near New York, we knew, Grant lurked with his terrible mechanism, our first readings having shown us that. And now, as with trembling hands Ferson and I drew the graphs on the big chart, we stared for a moment after in complete silence.


  Those lines converged at a point in a midtown block of the great city south of us, a block occupied by a single gigantic building whose aspiring tower was in sight of our laboratory’s windows!


  For moments Ferson and I stared from chart to tower in silence, and then without words we had turned, seen to the filled magazines of the pistols at our belts, and were passing out of the laboratory into the bright sunlight. As silent as ever, we started southward.


  Never, were my existence extended a thousand years, could there be blotted from my memory that journey southward through the silent towers of New York that Ferson and I made then. For the great city that lay silent about us beneath the brilliant noon sunshine, was a city of horror unutterable. Dead lay thick in its streets and great dogs, already strange and fierce and wolflike, ran in packs among them. The rusting wrecks of smashed automobiles were piled at every corner. No window of all we passed remained intact, sidewalks and streets were sprinkled with shivered glass. Westward across the river a great fire was burning in the cities there, pouring a black volume of flame-laced smoke up to the skies. But more terrible than all of these things were the hordes, the swarms of creatures that moved through the streets and ways about us, the countless creatures that once had been the city’s people!


  Great ape-like creatures they were, not apes such as men had known, but ape-like races such as men had sprung from eons before. In groups and packs of scores they roamed the city’s ways. Covered with thick hair, stooped and crouching of gait, the garments that they had worn as men torn and discarded, there was in them no semblance to humanity. They walked stiffly toward each other, stooping to rest hairy forearms on the ground each few steps. They growled and barked in rage, or chattered volubly and meaninglessly. The majority were prowling in wrecked stores for fragments of food. Others moved along the streets in a search for small animals, for insects even.


  Growling in rage their groups came toward Ferson and me as we moved onward, but each time a pistol-shot sent them fleeing from us. We moved on, never speaking, Ferson’s face icy calm, my own brain reeling. We came at last to the base of the giant building that we knew must hold whatever mechanism Grant was using to withhold the evolution vibrations from the earth.


  Ferson turned to speak to me for the first time. “Somewhere in here,” he whispered. “We must search, Harker to find Grant’s apparatus—”


  “And if he is with it?” I asked, but his only answer was to tighten his grip on the pistol in his hand.


  We passed into the great building’s marble entrance hall, a place of dim shadows, through which we stumbled over prostrate dead. We went quickly through the looted, wrecked rooms that had been the luxurious shops of its first level. Then the stairs, and we were going upward, level after level, searching through the immense building’s numberless offices and rooms. In one or two were dead, and some had been wrecked, but in none, in no part of the building, it seemed, were any of the ape-like throngs. That seemed encouraging, somehow, and with beating hearts we pressed on upward.


  Level after level. We were high in the immense building ; its floors here we’re smaller of extent because of its pyramidal form. Yet there was no sound from the shadows about us, no sign of what we sought. Despair was growing in us, for we were high in the great tower that was the building’s uppermost part, and had found nothing. Through the shadowy halls we pressed still, and through the silent rooms lit with the gold of the westward-swinging sun. But as we moved up the narrow stair toward the last and highest level of the great tower, something flamed in Ferson’s eyes as in mine.


  A sound had come from above to our ears, a steady, slow clicking as of a great clock. Pistols in hand, we moved up, found ourselves in a small hall at the tower’s side. The unused elevator-shaft was beside us, and the stairs that led to the roof. But before us was the single door that gave access, apparently, to the whole space of the tower’s uppermost level. And from behind it came the slow clicking to our ears!


  As one we crossed the hall toward that door. Ferson’s hand on its knob turned slowly, and slowly, astoundingly, the door swung open. Our pistols lowered for the moment in our amazement, we stepped through, stopped. A dozen feet before us stood Grant, a heavy automatic in his hand trained upon us.


  Silence. In it Grant’s eyes held ours. His dark-browed powerful face was lit with unholy triumph, with sardonic exultation. I saw that before us was the whole space of the tower’s highest level, thrown into one great room. Huge black-cased and powerful batteries were ranged upon each other in scores at one side of the room. Armored cables led from them through incalculable generators and transformers to a great object at the big room’s center. It was like a giant searchlight, a dozen feet or more in diameter, swung in a frame resembling gimbals, so that it could be turned in any direction. The twelve-foot disk inside it glowed silently with white light, and the great thing was turned to face exactly the sinking sun westward. It was slowly following the descending sun, turning slowly under the action of a great clock-mechanism, whose clicking was loud in our ears still.


  Grant, Ferson and I we were silent there in the room, all motionless, until Grant spoke. His voice was metallic, controlled, mocking.


  “Ferson and Harker,” he was saying. “Ferson and Harker, who believed in my theory, my power, it seems, when none else on earth did. Who made projectors like the one that I wear, and have escaped the world doom that I have released. Have escaped and have come in search of me, with pistols in their hands, even!”


  My brain was racing. I knew that to lift the arms in our grasp meant instant death. Grant’s sardonic mirth lashed suddenly out in scorn.


  “To come through the city toward this building firing shots!” he mocked. “Shots that made those brute-swarms beneath us flee, but that warned me at the same time of your coming! To steal clumsily in upon me that way, thinking to surprise me and halt the work that’s not yet finished!”


  “That work has gone on too long, Grant,” said Ferson slowly, his voice strange. “It cannot go on longer.”


  “Cannot?” came the bitter voice. “You mistake, Ferson—it must and shall. What are they now but brutes, animals; the world of men that derided and refused my work, that might have transformed them into gods? Brutes, and even more brutal shall they become, going down through form after form to the first protoplasm.


  They asked for proof I have given the world proof, have thrown back humanity eons on the road of progress! And I will throw them and all earth’s life back farther still! This great projector—it is worth the months it took to build it—months that I toiled here and posed as a scientist studying electrical phenomena, working to finish the projector at last and turn its great damping vibration toward the sun in a mighty ray! A vibration tuned to neutralize and destroy that part of the sun’s evolution vibrations radiating toward earth! You have lost, Ferson—Harker, for you both die this moment and this projector shall continue to withhold the evolution vibrations from earth until its life has been thrown back in this world atavism into the primal protoplasm! Until I alone am left living upon—”


  His pistol roared, for it was at that instant that Ferson leaped. But even the bullet could not halt Ferson’s rush, so swift and unexpected was it, and he struck Grant, knocked him back, I leaped toward the projector.


  Grant’s pistol was detonating even as he was knocked back, though, and half-way to the machine something seemed to strike me two swift, smashing blows beneath the shoulder. I swayed, staggered on to the projector, was beneath it and reaching toward the cables leading into it. Grant was springing toward me, his pistol at my head. But behind him Ferson, blood on his lips and on his breast, half-raised himself, the pistol in his hand speaking. At its crack Grant swayed, collapsed and fell, the black compact case at his belt, that had preserved him, breaking loose as he struck the floor.


  Ferson, leaning, had his dimming eyes upon me, striving to speak. I reached, grasped the cables, tore at them once, twice, and then they had ripped loose. The white light of the disk inside the great projector vanished, and the mechanism that moved it ceased its clicking. The world atavism, that had thrown the races of man back to the state that had been theirs eons before, was ended at last! Ferson, his eyes on mine, seemed to smile feebly in approval. Then his body slipped quietly down and he lay as motionless and silent as Grant.


  Afterword


  I have been writing here in this silent room for a time, whose length I cannot guess. Westward, though, the sun is touching the horizon, its level rays searching through this room, over the great projector and over Ferson and Grant, lying silent before me.


  My life is ebbing swiftly from me with each passing minute, yet with the age-old instinct of man strong in me I have striven thus to leave a record of the great change, that men of the future in some far day may read.


  Men of the future! For there will be such, there must be such. The upward surge of evolutionary progress that has been interrupted, set back, here on earth begins again its slow upward climb with the halting of this projector, the coming again of the evolution vibrations that are now playing on earth again. Beneath me, in the silent city, there swarm the ape-like hordes that were once humanity, but through the coming ages they will climb up again through troglodyte and savage barbarian to man!


  And it is for those men of the far future that I have written with my last strength these words, as a record and a warning that I shall enclose in the steel box beside me.


  A warning that their civilization be never cast back from man to brute as ours has been. And if God send that they heed that warning, none among them ever shall die as I die now, the last man of all men, looking down through the sunset into the familiar but infinitely strange city, where roam the hordes that once were men. Sunset! Sunset for our civilization, our races, as for the earth. But, dying, I know that after their passing there must come with the slow upward climb of evolution new races, new civilizations, as surely as after sunset and night must come the—


  THE MAN WHO SAW THE FUTURE


  Amazing Stories, October 1930


  JEAN de MARSELAIT, Inquisitor Extraordinary of the King of France, raised his head from the parchments that littered the crude desk at which he sat. His glance shifted along the long stone-walled, torch lit room to the file of mail-clad soldiers who stood like steel statues by its door. A word from him and two of them sprang forward.


  “You may bring in the prisoner,” he said.


  The two disappeared through the door, and in moments there came a clang of opening bolts and grating of heavy hinges from somewhere in the building. Then the clang of the returning soldiers, and they entered the room with another man between them whose hands were fettered.


  He was a straight figure, and was dressed in drab tunic and hose. His dark hair was long and straight, and his face held a dreaming strength, altogether different from the battered visages of the soldiers or the changeless mask of the Inquisitor. The latter regarded the prisoner for a moment, and then lifted one of the parchments from before him and read from it in a smooth, clear voice.


  “Henri Lothiere, apothecary’s assistant of Paris,” he read, “is charged in this year of our lord one thousand four hundred and forty-four with offending against God and the king by committing the crime of sorcery.”


  The prisoner spoke for the first time, his voice low but steady. “I am no sorcerer, sire.”


  Jean de Marselait read calmly on from the parchment. “It is stated by many witnesses that for long that part of Paris, called Nanley by some, has been troubled by works of the devil. Ever and anon great claps of thunder have been heard issuing from an open field there without visible cause. They were evidently caused by a sorcerer of power since even exorcists could not halt them.


  “It is attested by many that the accused, Henri Lothiere, did in spite of the known diabolical nature of the thing; spend much time at the field in question. It is also attested that the said Henri Lothiere did state that in his opinion the thunderclaps were not of diabolical origin, and that if they were studied, their cause might be discovered.


  “It being suspected from this that Henri Lothiere was himself the sorcerer causing the thunderclaps, he was watched and on the third day of June was seen to go in the early morning to the unholy spot with certain instruments. There he was observed going through strange and diabolical conjurations, when there came suddenly another thunderclap and the said Henri Lothiere did vanish entirely from view in that moment. This fact is attested beyond all doubt.


  “The news spreading, many hundreds watched around the field during that day. Upon that night before midnight, another thunderclap was heard and the said Henri Lothiere was seen by these hundreds to appear at the field’s center as swiftly and as strangely as he had vanished. The fear-stricken hundreds around the field heard him tell them how, by diabolical power, he had gone for hundreds of years into the future, a thing surely possible only to the devil and his minions, and heard him tell other blasphemies before they seized him and brought him to the Inquisitor of the King, praying that he be burned and his work of sorcery thus halted.


  “Therefore, Henri Lothiere, since you were seen to vanish and to reappear as only the servants of the evil one might do, and were heard by many to utter the blasphemies mentioned, I must adjudge you a sorcerer with the penalty of death by fire. If anything there be that you can advance in palliation of your black offense, however, you may now do so before final sentence is passed upon you.”


  Jean de Marselait laid down the parchment, and raised his eyes to the prisoner. The latter looked round him quickly for a moment, a half-glimpsed panic for an instant in his eyes, then seemed to steady.


  “Sire, I cannot change the sentence you will pass upon me,” he said quietly, “yet do I wish well to relate once, what happened to me and what I saw. Is it permitted me to tell that from first to last?”


  The Inquisitor’s head bent, and Henri Lothiere spoke, his voice gaining in strength and fervor as he continued.


  * * * *


  “Sire, I, Henri Lothiere, am no sorcerer but a simple apothecary’s assistant. It was always my nature, from earliest youth, to desire to delve into matters unknown to men; the secrets of the earth and sea and sky, the knowledge hidden from us. I knew well that this was wicked, that the Church teaches all we need to know and that heaven frowns when we pry into its mysteries, but so strong was my desire to know, that many times I concerned myself with matters forbidden.


  “I had sought to know the nature of the lightning, and the manner of flight of the birds, and the way in which fishes are able to live beneath the waters, and the mystery of the stars. So when these thunderclaps began to be heard in the part of Paris in which I lived, I did not fear them so much as my neighbors. I was eager to learn only what was causing them, for it seemed to me that their cause might be learned.


  “So I began to go to that field from which they issued, to study them. I waited in it and twice I heard the great thunderclaps myself. I thought they came from near the field’s center, and I studied that place. But I could see nothing there that was causing them. I dug in the ground, I looked up for hours into the sky, but there was nothing. And still, at intervals, the thunderclaps sounded.


  “I still kept going to the field, though I knew that many of my neighbors whispered that I was engaged in sorcery. Upon that morning of the third day of June, it had occurred to me to take certain instruments, such as loadstones, to the field, to see whether anything might be learned with them. I went, a few superstitious ones following me at a distance. I reached the field’s center, and started the examinations I had planned. Then came suddenly another thunderclap and with it I passed from the sight of those who had followed and were watching, vanished from view.


  “Sire, I cannot well describe what happened in that moment. I heard the thunderclap come as though from all the air around me, stunning my ears with its terrible burst of sound. And at the same moment that I heard it, I was buffeted as though by awful winds and seemed falling downward through terrific depths. Then through the hellish uproar, I felt myself bumping upon a hard surface, and the sounds quickly ceased from about me.


  “I had involuntarily closed my eyes at the great thunderclap, but now, slowly, I opened them. I looked around me, first in stupefaction, and then in growing amazement. For I was not in that familiar field at all, sire, that I had been in a moment before. I was in a room, lying upon its floor, and it was such a room as I had never seen before.


  “Its walls were smooth and white and gleaming. There were windows in the walls, and they were closed with sheets of glass so smooth and clear that one seemed looking through a clear opening rather than through glass. The floor was of stone, smooth and seamless as though carven from one great rock, yet seeming not, in some way, to be stone at all. There was a great circle of smooth metal inset in it, and it was on it that I was lying.


  “All around the room were many great things the like of which I had never seen. Some seemed of black metal, seemed contrivances or machines of some sort. Black cords of wire connected them to each other and from part of them came a humming sound that did not stop. Others had glass tubes fixed on the front of them, and there were square black plates on which were many shining little handles and buttons.


  “There was a sound of voices, and I turned to find that two men were bending over me. They were men like me, yet they were at the same time like no men I had ever met! One was white-bearded and the other plump and bare of face. Neither of them wore cloak or tunic or hose. Instead they wore loose and straight-hanging garments of cloth.


  “They were both greatly excited, it seemed, and were talking to each other as they bent over me. I caught a word or two of their speech in a moment, and found it was French they were talking. But it was not the French I knew, being so strange and with so many new words as to be almost a different language. I could understand the drift, though, of what they were saying.


  “ ‘We have succeeded!’ the plump one was shouting excitedly. ‘We’ve brought someone through at last!’


  “ ‘They will never believe it,’ the other replied. ‘They’ll say it was faked.’


  “ ‘Nonsense!’ cried the first. ‘We can do it again, Rastin; we can show them before their own eyes!’


  “They bent toward me, seeing me staring at them.


  “ ‘Where are you from?’ shouted the plump-faced one. ‘What time—what year—what century?’


  “ ‘He doesn’t understand, Thicourt,’ muttered the white-bearded one. ‘What year is this now, my friend?’ he asked me.


  “I found voice to answer. ‘Surely, sirs, whoever you be, you know that this is the year fourteen hundred and forty-four,’ I said.


  “That set them off again into a babble of excited talk, of which I could make out only a word here and there. They lifted me up, seeing how sick and weak I felt, and seated me in a strange, but very comfortable chair. I felt dazed. The two were still talking excitedly, but finally the white-bearded one, Rastin, turned to me. He spoke to me, very slowly, so that I understood him clearly, and he asked me my name. I told him.


  “ ‘Henri Lothiere,’ he repeated. ‘Well, Henri, you must try to understand. You are not now in the year 1444. You are five hundred years in the future, or what would seem to you the future. This is the year 1944.’


  “ ‘And Rastin and I have jerked you out of your own time across five solid centuries,’ said the other, grinning.


  “I looked from one to the other. ‘Messieurs,’ I pleaded, and Rastin shook his head.


  “ ‘He does not believe,’ he said to the other. Then to me, ‘Where were you just before you found yourself here, Henri?’ he asked.


  “ ‘In a field at the outskirts of Paris,’ I said.


  “ ‘Well, look from that window and see if you still believe yourself in your 15th-century Paris.’ ”


  * * * *


  “I went to the window. I looked out. Mother of God, what a sight before my eyes! The familiar gray little houses, the open fields behind them, the saunterers in the dirt streets—all these were gone and it was a new and terrible city that lay about me! Its broad streets were of stone and great buildings of many levels rose on either side of them. Great numbers of people, dressed like the two beside me, moved in the streets and also strange vehicles or carriages, undrawn by horse or ox, that rushed to and fro at undreamed-of speed! I staggered back to the chair.


  “ ‘You believe now, Henri?’ asked the whitebeard, Rastin, kindly enough, and I nodded weakly. My brain was whirling.


  “He pointed to the circle of metal on the floor and the machines around the room. ‘Those are what we used to jerk you from your own time to this one,’ he said.


  “ ‘But how, sirs?’ I asked. ‘For the love of God, how is it that you can take me from one time to another? Have ye become gods or devils?’


  “ ‘Neither the one nor the other, Henri,’ he answered. ‘We are simply scientists, physicists—men who want to know as much as man can know and who spend our lives in seeking knowledge.’


  “I felt my confidence returning. These were men such as I had dreamed might some day be. ‘But what can you do with time?’ I asked. ‘Is not time a thing unalterable, unchanging?’


  “Both shook their heads. ‘No, Henri, it is not. But lately have our men of science found that out.’


  “They went on to tell me of things that I could not understand. It seemed they were telling that their men of knowledge had found time to be a mere measurement, or dimension, just as length or breadth or thickness. They mentioned names with reverence that I had never heard—Einstein and De Sitter and Lorentz. I was in a maze at their words.


  “They said that just as men use force to move or rotate matter from one point along the three known measurements to another, so might matter be rotated from one point in time, the fourth measurement, to another, if the right force were used. They said that their machines produced that force and applied it to the metal circle from five hundred years before to this time of theirs.


  “They had tried it many times, they said, but nothing had been on the spot at that time and they had rotated nothing but the air above it from the one time to the other, and the reverse. I told them of the thunderclaps that had been heard at the spot in the field and that had made me curious. They said that they had been caused by the changing of the air above the spot from the one time to the other in their trials. I could not understand these things.


  “They said then that I had happened to be on the spot when they had again turned on their force and so had been rotated out of my own time into theirs. They said that they had always hoped to get someone living from a distant time in that way, since such a man would be a proof to all the other men of knowledge of what they had been able to do.


  “I could not comprehend, and they saw and told me not to fear. I was not fearful, but excited at the things that I saw around me. I asked of those things and Rastin and Thicourt laughed and explained some of them to me as best they could. Much they said that I did not understand but my eyes saw marvels in that room of which I had never dreamed.


  “They showed me a thing like a small glass bottle with wires inside, and then told me to touch a button beneath it. I did so and the bottle shone with a brilliant light exceeding that of scores of candles. I shrank back, but they laughed, and when Rastin touched the button again, the light in the glass thing vanished. I saw that there were many of these things in the ceiling.


  “They showed me also a rounded black object of metal with a wheel at the end. A belt ran around the wheel and around smaller wheels connected to many machines. They touched a lever on this object and a sound of humming came from it and the wheel turned very fast, turning all the machines with the belt. It turned faster than any man could ever have turned it, yet when they touched the lever again, its turning ceased. They said that it was the power of the lightning in the skies that they used to make the light and to turn that wheel!


  “My brain reeled at the wonders that they showed. One took an instrument from the table that he held to his face, saying that he would summon the other scientists or men of knowledge to see their experiment that night. He spoke into the instrument as though to different men, and let me hear voices from it answering him! They said that the men who answered were leagues separated from him!


  “I could not believe—and yet somehow I did believe! I was half-dazed with wonder and yet excited too. The white-bearded man, Rastin, saw that, and encouraged me. Then they brought a small box with an opening and placed a black disk on the box, and set it turning in some way. A woman’s voice came from the opening of the box, singing. I shuddered when they told me that the women was one who had died years before. Could the dead speak thus?


  * * * *


  “How can I describe what I saw there? Another box or cabinet there was, with an opening also. I thought it was like that from which I had heard the dead woman singing, but they said it was different. They touched buttons on it and a voice came from it speaking in a tongue I knew not. They said that the man was speaking thousands of leagues from us, in a strange land across the uncrossed western ocean, yet he seemed speaking by my side!


  “They saw how dazed I was by these things, and gave me wine. At that I took heart, for wine, at least, was as it had always been.


  “ ‘You will want to see Paris—the Paris of our time, Henri?’ asked Rastin.


  “ ‘But it is different—terrible—’ I said.


  “ ‘We’ll take you,’ Thicourt said, ‘but first your clothes—’


  “He got a long light coat that they had me put on, that covered my tunic and hose, and a hat of grotesque round shape that they put on my head. They led me then out of the building and into the street.


  “I gazed astoundedly along that street. It had a raised walk at either side, on which many hundreds of people moved to and fro, all dressed in as strange a fashion. Many, like Rastin and Thicourt, seemed of gentle blood, yet, in spite of this, they did not wear a sword or even a dagger. There were no knights or squires, or priests or peasants. All seemed dressed much the same.


  “Small lads ran to and fro selling what seemed sheets of very thin white parchment, many times folded and covered with lettering. Rastin said that these had written in them all things that had happened through all the world, even but hours before. I said that to write even one of these sheets would take a clerk many days, but they said that the writing was done in some way very quickly by machines.


  “In the broad stone street between the two raised walks were rushing back and forth the strange vehicles I had seen from the window. There was no animal pulling or pushing any one of them, yet they never halted their swift rush, and carried many people at unthinkable speed. Sometimes those who walked stepped before the rushing vehicles, and then from them came terrible warning snarls or moans that made the walkers draw back.


  “One of the vehicles stood at the walk’s edge before us, and we entered it and sat side by side on a soft leather seat. Thicourt sat behind a wheel on a post, with levers beside him. He touched these and a humming sound came from somewhere in the vehicle and then it too began to rush forward. Faster and faster along the street it went, yet neither of them seemed afraid.


  “Many thousands of these vehicles were moving swiftly through the streets about us. We passed on, between great buildings and along wider streets, my eyes and ears numbed by what I saw about me. Then the buildings grew smaller, after we had gone for miles through them, and we were passing through the city’s outskirts. I could not believe, hardly, that it was Paris in which I was.


  “We came to a great flat and open field outside the city and there Thicourt stopped and we got out of the vehicle. There were big buildings at the field’s end, and I saw other vehicles rolling out of them across the field, ones different from any I had yet seen, with flat winglike projections on either side. They rolled out over the field very fast and then I cried out as I saw them rising from the ground into the air. Mother of God, they were flying! The men in them were flying!


  “Rastin and Thicourt took me forward to the great buildings. They spoke to men there and one brought forward one of the winged cars. Rastin told me to get in, and though I was terribly afraid, there was too terrible a fascination that drew me in. Thicourt and Rastin entered after me, and we sat in seats with the other man. He had before him levers and buttons, while at the car’s front was a great thing like a double-oar or paddle. A loud roaring came and that double-blade began to whirl so swiftly that I could not see it. Then the car rolled swiftly forward, bumping on the ground, and then ceased to bump. I looked down, then shuddered. The ground was already far beneath! I too, was flying in the air!


  “We swept upward at terrible speed that increased steadily. The thunder of the car was terrific, and, as the man at the levers changed their position, we curved around and over downward and upward as though birds. Rastin tried to explain to me how the car flew, but it was all too wonderful, and I could not understand. I only knew that a wild thrilling excitement held me, and that it were worth life and death to fly thus, if but for once, as I had always dreamed that men might someday do.


  “Higher and higher we went. The earth lay far beneath and I saw now that Paris was indeed a mighty city, its vast mass of buildings stretching away almost to the horizons below us. A mighty city of the future that it had been given my eyes to look on!


  “There were other winged cars darting to and fro in the air about us, and they said that many of these were starting or finishing journeys of hundreds of leagues in the air. Then I cried out as I saw a great shape coming nearer us in the air. It was many rods in length, tapering to a point at both ends, a vast ship sailing in the air! There were great cabins on its lower part and in them we glimpsed people gazing out, coming and going inside, dancing even! They told me that vast ships of the air like this sailed to and fro for thousands of leagues with hundreds inside them.


  “The huge vessel of the air passed us and then our winged car began to descend. It circled smoothly down to the field like a swooping bird, and, when we landed there, Rastin and Thicourt led me back to the ground-vehicle. It was late afternoon by then, the sun sinking westward, and darkness had descended by the time we rolled back into the great city.


  “But in that city was not darkness! Lights were everywhere in it, flashing brilliant lights that shone from its mighty buildings and that blinked and burned and ran like water in great symbols upon the buildings above the streets. Their glare was like that of day! We stopped before a great building into which Rastin and Thicourt led me.


  “It was vast inside and in it were many people in rows on rows of seats. I thought it a cathedral at first but saw soon that it was not. The wall at one end of it, toward which all in it were gazing, had on it pictures of people, great in size, and those pictures were moving as though themselves alive! And they were talking one to another, too, as though with living voices! I trembled. What magic!


  “With Rastin and Thicourt in seats beside me, I watched the pictures enthralled. It was like looking through a great window into strange worlds. I saw the sea, seemingly tossing and roaring there before me, and then saw on it a ship, a vast ship of size incredible, without sails or oars, holding thousands of people. I seemed on that ship as I watched, seemed moving forward with it. They told me it was sailing over the western ocean that never men had crossed. I feared!


  “Then another scene, land appearing from the ship. A great statue, upholding a torch, and we on the ship seemed passing beneath it. They said that the ship was approaching a city, the city of New York, but mists hid all before us. Then suddenly the mists before the ship cleared and there before me seemed the city.


  * * * *


  “Mother of God, what a city! Climbing range on range of great mountain-like buildings that aspired up as though to scale heaven itself! Far beneath narrow streets pierced through them and in the picture we seemed to land from the ship, to go through those streets of the city. It was an incredible city of madness! The streets and ways were mere chasms between the sky-toppling buildings! People—people—people—millions on millions of them rushed through the endless streets. Countless ground-vehicles rushed to and fro also, and other different ones that roared above the streets and still others below them!


  “Winged flying-cars and great airships were sailing to and fro over the titanic city, and in the waters around it great ships of the sea and smaller ships were coming as man never dreamed of surely, that reached out from the mighty city on all sides. And with the coming of darkness, the city blazed with living light!


  “The pictures changed, showed other mighty cities, though none so terrible as that one. It showed great mechanisms that appalled me. Giant metal things that scooped in an instant from the earth as much as a man might dig in days. Vast things that poured molten metal from them like water. Others that lifted loads that hundreds of men and oxen could not have stirred.


  “They showed men of knowledge like Rastin and Thicourt beside me. Some were healers, working miraculous cures in a way that I could not understand. Others were gazing through giant tubes at the stars, and the pictures showed what they saw, showed that all of the stars were great suns like our sun, and that our sun was greater than earth, that earth moved around it instead of the reverse! How could such things be, I wondered. Yet they said that it was so, that earth was round like an apple, and that with other earths like it, the planets, moved round the sun. I heard, but could scarce understand.


  “At last Rastin and Thicourt led me out of that place of living pictures and to their ground-vehicle. We went again through the streets to their building, where first I had found myself. As we went I saw that none challenged my right to go, nor asked who was my lord. And Rastin said that none now had lords, but that all were lord, king and priest and noble, having no more power than any in the land. Each man was his own master! It was what I had hardly dared to hope for, in my own time, and this, I thought, was greatest of all the marvels they had shown me!


  “We entered again their building but Rastin and Thicourt took me first to another room than the one in which I had found myself. They said that their men of knowledge were gathered there to hear of their feat, and to have it proved to them.


  “ ‘You would not be afraid to return to your own time, Henri?’ asked Rastin, and I shook my head.


  “ ‘I want to return to it,’ I told them. ‘I want to tell my people there what I have seen—what the future is that they must strive for.’


  “ ‘But if they should not believe you?’ Thicourt asked.


  “ ‘Still I must go—must tell them,’ I said.


  “Rastin grasped my hand. ‘You are a man, Henri,’ he said. Then, throwing aside the cloak and hat I had worn outside, they went with me down to the big white-walled room where first I had found myself.


  “It was lit brightly now by many of the shining glass things on ceiling and walls, and in it were many men. They all stared strangely at me and at my clothes, and talked excitedly so fast that I could not understand. Rastin began to address them.


  “He seemed explaining how he had brought me from my own time to his. He used many terms and words that I could not understand, incomprehensible references and phrases, and I could understand but little. I heard again the names of Einstein and De Sitter that I had heard before, repeated frequently by these men as they disputed with Rastin and Thicourt. They seemed disputing about me.


  “One big man was saying, ‘Impossible! I tell you, Rastin, you have faked this fellow!’


  “Rastin smiled. ‘You don’t believe that Thicourt and I brought him here from his own time across five centuries?’


  “A chorus of excited negatives answered him. He had me stand up and speak to them. They asked me many questions, part of which I could not understand. I told them of my life, and of the city of my own time, and of king and priest and noble, and of many simple things that they seemed quite ignorant of. Some appeared to believe me but others did not, and again their dispute broke out.


  “ ‘There is a way to settle the argument, gentlemen,’ said Rastin finally.


  “ ‘How?’ all cried.


  “ ‘Thicourt and I brought Henri across five centuries by rotating the time-dimensions at this spot,’ he said. ‘Suppose we reverse that rotation and send him back before your eyes—would that be proof?’


  “They all said that it would. Rastin turned to me. ‘Stand on the metal circle, Henri,’ he said. I did so.


  “All were watching very closely. Thicourt did something quickly with the levers and buttons of the mechanisms in the room. They began to hum, and blue light came from the glass tubes on some. All were quiet, watching me as I stood there on the circle of metal. I met Rastin’s eyes and something in me made me call goodbye to him. He waved his hand and smiled. Thicourt pressed more buttons and the hum of the mechanisms grew louder. Then he reached toward another lever. All in the room were tense and I was tense.


  “Then I saw Thicourt’s arm move as he turned one of the many levers.


  “A terrific clap of thunder seemed to break around me, and as I closed my eyes before its shock, I felt myself whirling around and falling at the same time as though into a maelstrom, just as I had done before. The awful falling sensation ceased in a moment and the sound subsided. I opened my eyes. I was on the ground at the center of the familiar field from which I had vanished hours before, upon the morning of that day. It was night now, though, for that day I had spent five hundred years in the future.


  “There were many people gathered around the field, fearful, and they screamed and some fled when I appeared in the thunderclap. I went toward those who remained. My mind was full of things I had seen and I wanted to tell them of these things. I wanted to tell them how they must work ever toward that future time of wonder.


  “But they did not listen. Before I had spoken minutes to them they cried out on me as a sorcerer and a blasphemer, and seized me and brought me here to the Inquisitor, to you, sire. And to you, sire, I have told the truth in all things. I know that in doing so I have set the seal of my own fate, and that only a sorcerer would ever tell such a tale, yet despite that I am glad. Glad that I have told one at least of this time of what I saw five centuries in the future. Glad that I saw! Glad that I saw the things that someday, sometime, must come to be—”


  * * * *


  It was a week later that they burned Henri Lothiere. Jean de Marselait, lifting his gaze from his endless parchment accusation and examens on that afternoon, looked out through the window at a thick curl of black smoke going up from the distant square.


  “Strange, that one,” he mused. “A sorcerer, of course, but such a one as I had never heard before. I wonder,” he half-whispered, “was there any truth in that wild tale of his? The future—who can say—what men might do—?”


  There was silence in the room as he brooded for a moment, and then he shook himself as one ridding himself of absurd speculations. “But tush—enough of these crazy fancies. They will have me for a sorcerer if I yield to these wild fancies and visions of the future.”


  And bending again with his pen to the parchment before him, he went gravely on with his work.


  MONSTERS OF MARS


  Astounding Stories, April 1931


  Three Martian-duped Earth-men swing open the gates of space that for so long had barred the greedy hordes of the Red Planet.


  ALLAN RANDALL STARED at the man before him. “And that’s why you sent for me, Milton?” he finally asked.


  There was a moment’s silence, in which Randall’s eyes moved as though uncomprehendingly from the face of Milton to those of the two men beside him. The four sat together at the end of a roughly furnished and electric-lit living-room, and in that momentary silence there came in to them from the outside night the distant pounding of the Atlantic upon the beach. It was Randall who first spoke again.


  The other’s face was unsmiling. “That’s why I sent for you, Allan,” he said quietly. “To go to Mars with us to-night!”


  “To Mars!” he repeated. “Have you gone crazy, Milton—or is this some joke you’ve put up with Lanier and Nelson here?”


  Milton shook his head gravely. “It is not a joke, Allan. Lanier and I are actually going to flash out over the gulf to the planet Mars to-night. Nelson must stay here, and since we wanted three to go I wired you as the most likely of my friends to make the venture.”


  “But good God!” Randall exploded, rising. “You, Milton, as a physicist ought to know better. Space-ships and projectiles and all that are but fictionists’ dreams.”


  “We are not going in either space-ship or projectile,” said Milton calmly. And then as he saw his friend’s bewilderment he rose and led the way to a door at the room’s end, the other three following him into the room beyond.


  It was a long laboratory of unusual size in which Randall found himself, one in which every variety of physical and electrical apparatus seemed represented. Three huge dynamo-motor arrangements took up the room’s far end, and from them a tangle of wiring led through square black condensers and transformers to a battery of great tubes. Most remarkable, though, was the object at the room’s center.


  It was like a great double cube of dull metal, being in effect two metal cubes each twelve feet square, supported a few feet above the floor by insulated standards. One side of each cube was open, exposing the hollow interiors of the two cubical chambers. Other wiring led from the big electronic tubes and from the dynamos to the sides of the two cubes.


  The four men gazed at the enigmatic thing for a time in silence. Milton’s strong, capable face showed only in its steady eyes what feelings were his, but Lanier’s younger countenance was alight with excitement; and so too to some degree was that of Nelson. Randall simply stared at the thing, until Milton nodded toward it.


  “That,” he said, “is what will flash us out to Mars to-night.”


  Randall could only turn his stare upon the other, and Lanier chuckled. “Can’t take it in yet, Randall? Well, neither could I when the idea was first sprung on us.”


  Milton nodded to seats behind them, and as the half-dazed Randall sank into one the physicist faced him earnestly.


  “Randall, there isn’t much time now, but I am going to tell you what I have been doing in the last two years on this God-forsaken Maine coast. I have been for those two years in unbroken communication by radio with beings on the planet Mars!


  “It was when I still held my physics professorship back at the university that I got first onto the track of the thing. I was studying the variation of static vibrations, and in so doing caught steady signals—not static—at an unprecedentedly high wave-length. They were dots and dashes of varying length in an entirely unintelligible code, the same arrangement of them being sent out apparently every few hours.


  “I began to study them and soon ascertained that they could be sent out by no station on earth. The signals seemed to be growing louder each day, and it suddenly occurred to me that Mars was approaching opposition with earth! I was startled, and kept careful watch. On the day that Mars was closest the earth the signals were loudest. Thereafter, as the red planet receded, they grew weaker. The signals were from some being or beings on Mars!


  “At first I was going to give the news to the world, but saw in time that I could not. There was not sufficient proof, and a premature statement would only wreck my own scientific reputation. So I decided to study the signals farther until I had irrefutable proof, and to answer them if possible. I came up here and had this place built, and the aerial towers and other equipment I wanted set up. Lanier and Nelson came with me from the university, and we began our work.


  “Our chief object was to answer those signals, but it proved heartbreaking work at first. We could not produce a radio wave of great enough length to pierce out through earth’s insulating layer and across the gulf to Mars. We used all the power of our great windmill-dynamo hook-ups, but for long could not make it. Every few hours like clockwork the Martian signals came through. Then at last we heard them repeating one of our own signals. We had been heard!


  “For a time we hardly left our instruments. We began the slow and almost impossible work of establishing intelligent communication with the Martians. It was with numbers we began. Earth is the third planet from the sun and Mars the fourth, so three represented earth and four stood for Mars. Slowly we felt our way to an exchange of ideas, and within months were in steady and intelligent communication with them.


  “They asked us first concerning earth, its climates and seas and continents, and concerning ourselves, our races and mechanisms and weapons. Much information we flashed out to them, the language of our communication being English, the elements, of which they had learned, with a mixture of numbers and symbolical dot-dash signals.


  “We were as eager to learn about them. They were somewhat reticent, we found, concerning their planet and themselves. They admitted that their world was a dying one and that their great canals were to make life possible on it, and also admitted that they were different in bodily form from ourselves.


  “They told us finally that communication like this was too ineffective to give us a clear picture of their world, or vice versa. If we could visit Mars, and then they visit earth, both worlds would benefit by the knowledge of the other. It seemed impossible to me, though I was eager enough for it. But the Martians said that while spaceships and the like were impossible, there was a way by which living beings could flash from earth to Mars and back by radio waves, even as our signals flashed!”


  Randall broke in, in amazement. “By radio!” he exclaimed, and Milton nodded.


  “Yes, so they said, nor did the idea of sending matter by radio seem too insane, after all. We send sound, music by radio waves across half the world from our broadcasting stations. We send light, pictures, across the world from our television stations. We do that by changing the wave length of the light-vibrations to make them radio vibrations, flashing them out thus over the world, to receivers which alter their wave-lengths again and change them back into light-vibrations.


  “Why then could not matter be sent in the same way? Matter, it has been long believed, is but another vibration of the ether, like light and radiant heat and radio vibrations and the like, having a lower wave-length than any of the others. Suppose we take matter and by applying electrical force to it change its wave-length, step it up to the wave-length of radio vibrations? Then those vibrations can be flashed forth from the sending station to a special receiver that will step them down again from radio vibrations to matter vibrations. Thus matter, living or non-living, could be flashed tremendous distances in a second!


  “This the Martians told us, and said they would set up a matter-transmitter and receiver on Mars and would aid and instruct us so that we could set up a similar transmitter and receiver here. Then part of us could be flashed out to Mars as radio vibrations by the transmitter, and in moments would have flashed across the gulf to the red planet and would be transformed back from radio vibrations to matter-vibrations by the receiver awaiting us there!


  “Naturally we agreed enthusiastically to build such a matter-transmitter and receiver, and then, with their instructions; signaled to us constantly, started the work. Weeks it took, but at last, only yesterday, we finished it. The thing’s two cubical chambers are one for the transmitting of matter and the other for its reception. At a time agreed on yesterday we tested the thing, placing a guinea pig in the transmitting chamber and turning on the actuating force. Instantly the animal vanished, and in moments came a signal from the Martians saying that they had received it unharmed in their receiving chamber.


  “Then we tested it the other way, they sending the same guinea pig to us, and in moments it flashed into being in our receiving chamber. Of course the step-down force in the receiving chamber had to be in operation, since had it not been at that moment the radio-vibrations of the animal would have simply flashed on endlessly in endless space. And the same would happen to any of us were we flashed forth and no receiving chamber turned on to receive us.


  “We signaled the Martians that all tests were satisfactory, and told them that on the next night at exactly midnight by our time we would flash out ourselves on our first visit to them. They have promised to have their receiving chamber operating to receive us at that moment, of course, and it is my plan to stay there twenty-four hours, gathering ample proofs of our visit, and then flash back to earth.


  “Nelson must stay here, not only to flash us forth to-night, but above all to have the receiving chamber operating to receive us at the destined moment twenty-four hours later. The force required to operate it is too great to use for more than a few minutes at a time, so it is necessary above all that that force be turned on and the receiving chamber ready for us at the moment we flash back. And since Nelson must stay, and Lanier and I wanted another, we wired you, Randall, in the hope that you would want to go with us on this venture. And do you?”


  As Milton’s question hung, Randall drew a long breath. His eyes were on the two great cubical chambers, and his brain seemed whirling at what he had heard. Then he was on his feet with the others.


  “Go? Could you keep me from going? Why, man, it’s the greatest adventure in history!”


  Milton grasped his hand, as did Lanier, and then the physicist shot a glance at the square clock on the wall. “Well, there’s little enough time left us,” he said, “for we’ve hardly an hour before midnight, and at midnight we must be in that transmitting chamber for Nelson to send us flashing out!”


  Randall could never recall but dimly afterward how that tense hour passed. It was an hour in which Milton and Nelson went with anxious faces and low-voiced comments from one to another of the pieces of apparatus in the room, inspecting each carefully, from the great dynamos to the transmitting and receiving chambers, while Lanier quickly got out and made ready the rough khaki suits and equipment they were to take.


  It lacked but a quarter-hour of midnight when they had finally donned those suits, each making sure that he was in possession of the small personal kit Milton had designated. This included for each a heavy automatic, a small supply of concentrated foods, and a small case of drugs chosen to counteract the rarer atmosphere and lesser gravity which Milton had been warned to expect on the red planet. Each had also a strong wrist-watch, the three synchronized exactly with the big laboratory clock.


  When they had finished checking up on this equipment the clock’s longer hand pointed almost to the figure twelve, and the physicist gestured expressively toward the transmitting chamber. Lanier, though, strode for a moment to one of the laboratory’s doors and flung it open. As Randall gazed out with him they could see far out over the tossing sea, dimly lit by the great canopy of the summer stars overhead. Right at the zenith among those stars shone brightest a crimson spark.


  “Mars,” said Lanier, his voice a half-whisper. “And they’re waiting out there for us now—out there where we’ll be in minutes!”


  “And if they shouldn’t be waiting—their receiving chamber not ready—”


  But Milton’s calm voice came across the room to them: “Zero hour,” he said, stepping up into the big transmitting chamber.


  Lanier and Randall slowly followed, and despite himself a slight shudder shook the latter’s body as he stepped into the mechanism that in moments would send him flashing out through the great void as impalpable ether-vibrations. Milton and Lanier were standing silent beside him, their eyes on Nelson, who stood watchfully now at the big switchboard beside the chambers, his own gaze on the clock. They saw him touch a stud, and another, and the hum of the great dynamos at the room’s end grew loud as the swarming of angry bees.


  The clock’s longer hand was crawling over the last space to cover the smaller hand. Nelson turned a knob and the battery of great glass tubes broke into brilliant white light, a crackling coming from them. Randall saw the clock’s pointer clicking over the last divisions, and as he saw Nelson grip a great switch there came over him a wild impulse to bolt from the transmitting chamber. But then as his thoughts whirled maelstrom like there came a clang from the clock and Nelson flung down the switch in his grasp. Blinding light seemed to break from all the chamber onto the three; Randall felt himself hurled into nothingness by forces titanic, inconceivable, and then knew no more.


  Randall came back to consciousness with a humming sound in his ears and with a sharp pain piercing his lungs at every breath. He felt himself lying on a smooth hard surface, and heard the humming stop and be succeeded by a complete silence. He opened his eyes, drawing himself to his feet as Milton and Lanier were doing, and stared about him.


  He was standing with his two friends inside a cubical metal chamber almost exactly the same as the one they had occupied in Milton’s laboratory a few moments before. But it was not the same, as their first astounded glance out through its open side told them.


  For it was not the laboratory that lay around them, but a vast conelike hall that seemed to Randall’s dazed eyes of dimensions illimitable. Its dull-gleaming metal walls slanted up for a thousand feet over their heads, and through a round aperture at the tip far above and through great doors in the walls came a thin sunlight. At the center of the great hall’s circular floor stood the two cubical chambers in one of which the three were, while around the chambers were grouped masses of unfamiliar-looking apparatus.


  To Randall’s untrained eyes it seemed electrical apparatus of very strange design, but neither he nor Milton nor Lanier paid it but small attention in that first breathless moment. They were gazing in fascinated horror at the scores of creatures who stood silent amid the apparatus and at its switches, gazing back at them. Those creatures were erect and roughly man-like in shape, but they were not human men. They were—the thought blasted to Randall’s brain in that horror-filled moment—crocodile-men.


  Crocodile-men! It was only so that he could think of them in that moment. For they were terribly like great crocodile shapes that had learned in some way to carry themselves erect upon their hinder limbs. The bodies were not covered with skin, but with green bony plates. The limbs, thick and taloned at their paw-ends, seemed greater in size and stronger, the upper two great arms and the lower two the legs upon which each walked, while there was but the suggestion of a tail. But the flat head set on the neckless body was most crocodilian of all, with great fanged, hinged jaws projecting forward, and with dark unwinking eyes set back in bony sockets.


  Each of the creatures wore on his torso a gleaming garment like a coat of metal scales, with metal belts in which some had shining tubes. They were standing in groups here and there about the mechanisms, the nearest group at a strange big switch-panel not a half-dozen feet from the three men. Milton and Lanier and Randall returned in a tense silence the unwinking stare of the monstrous beings around them.


  “The Martians!” Lanier’s horror-filled exclamation was echoed in the next instant by Randall’s.


  “The Martians! God, Milton! They’re not like anything we know—they’re reptilian!”


  Milton’s hand clutched his shoulder. “Steady, Randall,” he muttered. “They’re terrible enough, God knows—but remember we must seem just as grotesque to them.”


  The sound of their voices seemed to break the great hall’s spell of silence, and they saw the crocodilian Martians before them turning and speaking swiftly to each other in low hissing speech-sounds that were quite unintelligible to the three. Then from the small group nearest them one came forward, until he stood just outside the chamber in which they were.


  Randall felt dimly the momentousness of the moment, in which beings of earth and Mars were confronting each other for the first time in the solar system’s history. The creature before them opened his great jaws and uttered slowly a succession of sounds that for the moment puzzled them, so different were they from the hissing speech of the others, though with the same sibilance of tone. Again the thing repeated the sounds, and this time Milton uttered an exclamation.


  “He’s speaking to us!” he cried. “Trying to speak the English that I taught them in our communication! I caught a word—listen . . .”


  As the creature repeated the sounds, Randall and Lanier started to hear also vaguely expressed in that hissing voice familiar words: “You—are Milton and—others from—earth?”


  Milton spoke very clearly and slowly to the creature: “We are those from earth,” he said. “And you are the Martians with whom we have communicated?”


  “We are those Martians,” said the other’s hissing voice slowly. “These”—he waved a taloned paw toward those behind him—“have charge of the matter-transmitter and receiver. I am of our ruler’s council.”


  “Ruler?” Milton repeated. “A ruler of all Mars?”


  “Of all Mars,” the other said. “Our name for him would mean in your words the Martian Master. I am to take you to him.”


  Milton turned to the other two with face alight with excitement. “These Martians have some supreme ruler they call the Martian Master,” he said quickly; “and we’re to go before him. As the first visitors from earth we’re of immense importance here.”


  As he spoke, the Martian official before them had uttered a hissing call, and in answer to it a long shape of shining metal raced into the vast hall and halted beside them. It was like a fifty-foot centipede of metal, its scores of supporting short legs actuated by some mechanism inside the cylindrical body. There was a transparent-walled control room at the front end of that body, and in it a Martian at the controls who snapped open a door from which a metal ladder automatically descended.


  The Martian official gestured with a reptilian arm toward the ladder, and Milton and Lanier and Randall moved carefully out of the cube-chamber and across the floor to it, each of their steps being made a short leap forward by the lesser gravity of the smaller planet. They climbed up into the centipede-machine’s control room, their guide following, and then as the door snapped shut, the operator of the thing pulled and turned the knob in his grasp and the long machine scuttled forward with amazing smoothness and speed.


  In a moment it was out of the building and into the feeble sunlight of a broad metal-paved street. About them lay a Martian city, seen by their eager eyes for the first time. It was a city whose structures were giant metal cones like that from which they had just come, though none seemed as large as that titanic one. Throngs of the hideous crocodilian Martians were moving busily to and fro in the streets, while among them there scuttled and flashed numbers of the centipede-machines.


  As their strange vehicle raced along, Randall saw that the conelike structures were for the most part divided into many levels, and that inside some could be glimpsed ranks of great mechanisms and hurrying Martians tending them. Away to their right across the vast forest of cones that was the city the sun’s little disk was shining, and he glimpsed in that direction higher ground covered with a vast tangle of bright crimson jungle that sloped upward from a great, half-glimpsed waterway.


  The Martian beside them saw the direction of his gaze and leaned toward him. “No Martians live there,” he hissed slowly. “Martians live only in cities where canals meet.”


  “Then there’s no life in those crimson jungles?” Randall asked, repeating the question a moment later more slowly.


  “No Martians there, but life—living things,” the other told him, searching for words. “But not intelligent, like Martians and you.”


  He turned to gaze ahead, then pointed. “The Martian Master’s cone,” he hissed.


  The three saw that at the end of the broad metal street down which their vehicle was racing there loomed another titanic cone-structure, fully as large as the mighty one in which they first found themselves. As the centipede-machine swept up to its great door-opening and halted, they descended to the metal paving and then followed their reptilian guide through the opening.


  They found themselves in a great hall in which scores of the Martians were coming and going. At the hall’s end stood a row of what seemed guards, Martians grasping shining tubes such as they had already glimpsed. These gave way to allow their passage when their conductor uttered a hissing order, and then they were moving down a shorter hall at whose end also were guards. As these sprang aside before them, a great door of massive metal they guarded moved softly upward, disclosing a mighty circular hall or room inside. Their crocodilian guide turned to them.


  “The hall of the Martian Master,” he hissed.


  They passed inside with him. The great hall seemed to extend upward to the giant cone’s tip, thin light coming down from an opening there. Upon the dull metal of its looming walls were running friezes of lighter metal, grotesque representations of reptilian shapes that they could but vaguely glimpse. Around the walls stood rank after rank of guards.


  At the hall’s center was a low dias, and in a semicircle around and behind it stood a half-hundred great crocodilian shapes. Randall guessed even at the moment that they were the council of which their conductor had named himself a member. But like Milton and Lanier, he had eyes in that first moment only for the dais itself. For on it was—the Martian Master.


  Randall heard Milton and Lanier choke with the horror that shook his own heart and brain as he gazed. It was not simply another great crocodilian shape that sat upon that dais. It was a monstrous thing formed by the joining of three of the great reptilian bodies! Three distinct crocodile-like bodies sitting close together upon a metal seat, that had but a single great head. A great, grotesque crocodilian head that bulged backward and to either side, and that rested on the three thick short necks that rose from the triple body! And that head, that triple-bodied thing, was living, its unwinking eyes gazing at the three men!


  The Martian Master! Randall felt his brain reel as he gazed at that mind-shattering thing. The Martian Master—this great head with three bodies! Reason told Randall, even as he strove for sanity, that the thing was but logical, that even on earth biologists had formed multiple-headed creatures by surgery, and that the Martians had done so to combine in one great head, one great brain, the brains of three bodies. Reason told him that the great triple brain inside that bulging head needed the bloodstreams of all three bodies to nourish it, must be a giant intellect indeed, one fitted to be the supreme Martian Master. But reason could not overcome the horror that choked him as he gazed at the awful thing.


  A hissing voice sounding before him made him aware that the Martian Master was speaking.


  “You are the Earth-beings with whom we communicated, and whom we instructed to build a matter-transmitter and receiver on earth?” the slow voice asked. “You have come safely to Mars by means of that station?”


  “We have come safely.” Milton’s voice was shaken and he could find no other words.


  “That is well. Long had we desired to have such a station built on earth, since with it there to flash back and forth between the two worlds is easy. You have come, then, to learn of this world and to take back what you learn to your races?”


  “That is why we came.” Milton said, more steadily. “We want to stay only hours on this first visit, and then flash back to earth as we came.”


  The head’s awful eyes seemed to consider them. “But when do you intend to go back?” its strange voice asked. “Unless the one at your earth station has its receiver operating at the right moment you will simply flash on endlessly as radio waves—will be annihilated.”


  Milton found the courage to smile. “We started from earth at our midnight exactly, and at midnight exactly twenty-four earth hours later, we are to flash back and the receiver will be awaiting us.”


  There was silence when he had said that, a silence that seemed to Randall’s strained mind to have become suddenly tense, sinister. The great triple-bodied creature before them considered them again, its eyes moving over them, and when it again spoke the hissing words came very slowly.


  “Twenty-four earth hours,” it said; “and then your receiver on earth will be awaiting you. That time we can measure to the moment, and that is well. For it is not you three Earth-beings who will flash back to earth when that moment comes! It will be Martians, the first of our Martian masses who have waited for ages for that moment and who will begin then our conquest of the earth!


  “Yes, Earth-beings, our great plan comes to its end now at last! At last! Age on age, imprisoned on this dying, arid world, we have desired the earth that by right of power shall be ours, have sought for ages to communicate with its beings. You finally heard us, you hearkened to us, you built the matter-transmitting and receiving station on earth that was the one thing needed for our plan. For when the matter-receiver of that station is turned on in twenty-four of your hours, and ready to receive matter flashes from here, it will be the first of our millions who will flash at last to earth!


  “I, the Martian Master, say it. Those first to go shall seize that matter-receiver on earth when first they appear there, shall build other and larger receivers, and through them within days all our Martian hordes shall have been flashed to earth! Shall have poured out over it and conquered with our weapons your weak races of Earth-beings, who cannot stand before us, and whose world you have delivered at last into our hands!”


  For a moment, when the great monster’s hissing voice had ceased, Milton and Randall and Lanier gazed toward it as though petrified, the whole unearthly scene spinning about them. And then, through the thick silence, the thin sound of Milton’s voice:


  “Our world—our earth—delivered to the Martians, and by us! God—no!”


  With that last cry of agonized comprehension and horror, Milton did what surely had never any in the great hall expected, leaped onto the dais with a single spring toward the Martian Master! Randall heard a hundred wild hissing cries break from about him, saw the crocodilian forms of guards and council rushing forward even as he and Lanier sprang after Milton, and then glimpsed shining tubes leveled from which brilliant shafts of dazzling crimson light or force were stabbing toward them!


  To Randall the moment that followed was but a split-second flash and whirl of action. As his earthly muscles took him forward with Lanier after Milton in a great leap to the dais, he was aware of the brilliant red rays stabbing behind him closely, and knew that only the tremendous size of his leap had taken him past them. In the succeeding instant he was made aware of what he had escaped, for the hastily-loosed rays struck squarely a group of three or four Martian guards rushing to the dais from the opposite side, and they vanished from view with a sharp detonation as though clicked out of existence!


  Randall was not to know then, that the red rays were ones that annihilated matter by neutralizing or damping the matter-vibrations in the ether. But he did know that no more rays were loosed, for by then he and Milton and Lanier were on the dais and were wrapped in a hurricane combat with the guards that had rushed between them and the Martian Master.


  Gleaming fangs—great scaled forms—reaching talons—it was all a wild phantasmagoria of grotesque forms spinning around him as he struck with all the power of his earthly muscles and felt crocodilian forms staggering and going down beneath his frenzied blows. He heard the roar of an automatic close beside him in the melee as Milton remembered at last through the red haze of his fury the weapon he carried, but before either Randall or Lanier could reach their own weapons a new wave of crocodilian forms had poured onto them that by sheer pressing weight held them helpless, to be disarmed.


  Hissing orders sounded, the arms and legs of the three were tightly grasped by great taloned paws, and the masses of Martians about them melted back from the dais. Held each by two great creatures, Milton and Randall and Lanier faced again the triple-bodied Martian Master, who in all that wild moment of struggle appeared not to have changed his position. The big monster’s black eyes stared unmovedly down at them.


  “You Earth-beings seem of lower intelligence even than we thought,” his hissing voice informed them. “And those weapons—crude, very crude.”


  Milton, his face set, spoke back: “It may be that you will find human weapons of some power if your hordes reach earth,” he said.


  “But what compared with the power of ours?” the other asked coldly. “And since our scientists even now devise new weapons to annihilate the earth’s races, I think they would be glad of three of those races to experiment with now. The one use we can make of you, certainly.”


  The creature turned its bulging head a little towards the guards who held the three men, and uttered a brief hissing order. Instantly the six Martians, grasping the three tightly, marched them across the great hall and through a different door than that by which they had entered.


  They were taken down a narrow corridor that turned sharply twice as they went on. Randall saw that it was lit by squares inset in the walls that glowed with crimson light. It came to him as they marched on that night must be upon the Martian city without, since the sun had been sinking when they had crossed it in the centipede-machine.


  Through what seemed an ante-room they were taken, and then into a long hall instantly recognizable as a laboratory. There were many glowing squares illuminating it, and narrow windows high in the wall gave them a glimpse of the city outside, a pattern of crimson lights. Long metal tables and racks filled the big room’s farther end, while along the walls were ranged shining mechanisms of unfamiliar and grotesque appearance. Fully a score of the crocodilian Martians were busy in the room, some intent on their work at the racks and tables, others operating some of the strange machines.


  The guards conducted the three to an open space by the wall, below one of the high window-openings and between two great cylindrical mechanisms. Then, while five of their number held the three men prisoned in that space by the threat of their leveled ray-tubes, the other moved toward one of the busy Martian scientists and held with him a brief interchange of hissing speech.


  Milton leaned to whisper to the other two: “We’ve got to get out of this while we’re still living,” he whispered. “You heard the Martian Master—in constructing that matter-receiver on earth, we’ve opened a door through which all the Martian millions will pour onto our world!”


  “It’s useless, Milton,” said Randall dully. “Even if we got clear of this the Martians will be at their matter-transmitter in hordes when the moment comes to flash back to earth.”


  “I know that, but we’ve got to try,” the other insisted. “If we or some of us could get clear of this, we might in some way hide near the matter-transmitter until the moment came and then fight to it.”


  “But how to get out of the hands of these, even?” asked Lanier, nodding toward the alert guards before them.


  “There’s but one way,” Milton whispered swiftly. “Our earthly muscles would enable us, I think, to get through this window-opening above us in a leap, if we had a moment’s chance. Well, whichever of us they take to experiment with or examine first, must make a struggle or disturbance that will turn the guards’ attention for a moment and give the other two a chance to make the attempt!”


  “One to stay and the other two to get away . . .” Randall said slowly; but Milton’s tense whisper interrupted:


  “It’s the only way, and even then a thousand to one chance! But it’s we who have opened this gate for the Martian invasion of our world and it’s we who must—”


  Before he could finish, the approach of hissing voices told them that the leader of the six guards and the Martian who seemed the chief of the experimenters in the hall were nearing them. The three men stood silent and tense as the two crocodilian monsters stopped before them. The scientist, who carried in his metal-belt, instead of a ray-tube a compact case of instruments, surveyed them as though in curiosity.


  He came closer, his quick reptilian eyes taking in with evident interest every feature of their bodily appearance. Intuitively the three knew that one of them was to be chosen for a first investigation by the Martian scientists, and that that one would have not even the slender hope of escape open to the other two. A strange lottery of life and death!


  Randall saw the creature’s gaze turn from one to another of them, and then heard the hiss of his voice as he pointed a taloned paw toward Milton. Instantly two of the guards had seized Milton and had jerked him out from the wall, the other guards holding back Randall and Lanier with threatening tubes. It was upon Milton that the fatal choice had fallen!


  Randall and Lanier made together a half-movement forward, but Milton, a tense message in his eyes, forced them back. The guards who held the physicist led him, at the direction of the Martian scientist, toward a great upright frame at the room’s far end, upon which were clustered a score of dial-indicators. From these flexible cords led; and now the scientists began attaching these by clips to various spots on Milton’s body. Some mechanical examination of his bodily characteristics were apparently to be made. Milton shot suddenly a glance at the two by the wall, and his head nodded in an almost imperceptible signal. The muscles of Lanier and Randall tensed.


  Then abruptly Milton seemed to go mad. He shouted aloud in a terrible voice, and at the same moment tore from him the cords just attached, his fists striking out then at the amazed Martians around him. As they leaped back from that sudden explosion of activity and sound on Milton’s part the guards before Randall and Lanier whirled instinctively for an instant toward it. And in that instant the two had leaped.


  It was upward they leaped, with all the force of their earthly muscles, toward the big window-opening a half-dozen feet in the wall above them. Like released steel springs they sat up, and Randall heard the thump of their feet as they struck the opening’s sill, heard wild cries suddenly coming from beneath them, as the guards turned back toward them. Crimson rays clove up like light toward them, but the instant’s surprise had been enough, and in it they had leaped on and through the opening, into the outside night!


  As they shot downward and struck the metal paving outside, Randall heard a wild babble of cries from inside. A moment he and Lanier gazed frenziedly around them, then were running with great leaps along the base of the building from which they had just escaped.


  In the darkness of night the Martian city stretched away to their right, its massive dark cone-structures outlined by points of glowing ruddy light here and there upon them. Beside the city’s metal streets were illuminated by the brilliant field of stars overhead and by the soft light of the two moons, one much larger than the other, that moved among those stars.


  Along the street crocodilian Martians were coming and going still, though in small numbers, there being but few in sight in the dim-lit street’s length. Lanier pointed ahead as they leaped onward.


  “Straight onward, Randall!” he jerked. “There seem fewer of the Martians this way!”


  “But the great cone of the matter-station is the other way!” Randall exclaimed.


  “We can’t risk making for it now!” cried the other. “We’ve got to keep clear of them until the alarm is over. Hear them now?”


  For even as they leaped forward a rising clamor of hissing cries and rush of feet was coming from behind as scores of Martians poured out into the darkness from the great cone-building. The two fugitives had passed by then from the shadow of the mighty structure, and as they ran along the broad metal street toward the shadow of the next cone, through the light of the moons above, they heard higher cries and then glimpsed narrow shafts of crimson force cleaving the night around them.


  Randall, as the deadly rays drove past him, heard the low detonating sound made by their destruction of the air in their path, and the inrush of new air. But in the misty and uncertain moonlight the rays could not be loosed accurately, and before they could be swept sidewise to annihilate the two fleeing men they had gained, with a last great leap, the shadow of the next building.


  On they ran, the clatter of the Martian pursuit growing more noisy behind them. Randall heard Lanier gasping with each great leap, and felt himself at every breath a knife of pain stabbing through his lungs, the rarified atmosphere of the red planet taking its toll. Again from the darkness behind them the crimson rays clove, but this time were wide of their mark.


  With every moment the clamor of pursuit seemed growing louder, the alarm spreading out over the Martian city and arousing it. As they raced past cone after cone, Randall knew even the increased power of their muscles could not long aid them against the exhaustion which the thin air was imposing on them. His thoughts spun for a moment to Milton, in the laboratory behind, and then back to their own desperate plight.


  Abruptly shapes loomed in the misty light before them! A group of three great Martians, reptilian shapes that had been coming toward them and had stopped for an instant in amazement at sight of the running pair. There was no time to halt themselves, to evade the three, and with a mutual instinct Lanier and Randall seized together the last expedient open to them. They ran straight forward toward the astounded three, and when a half-score feet from them, leaped with all their force upward and toward them, their tensed bodies flying through the air with feet outstretched before them.


  Then they had struck the group of three with feet-foremost, and with the impetus of that great leap had knocked them sprawling to this side and that, while with a supreme effort the two kept their balance and leaped on. The cries of the three added to the din behind them as they threw themselves forward.


  They flung themselves past a last cone building to halt for an instant in utter amazement despite the nearing pursuit. Before them were no more streets and structures, but a huge smooth-flowing waterway! It gleamed in the moonlight and lay at right angles across their path, seeming to flow along the Martian city’s edge.


  “A canal!” cried Lanier. “It’s one of the canals that meet at this city and flow around it! We’re trapped—we’ve reached the city’s edge!”


  “Not yet!” Randall gasped. “Look!”


  As he pointed to the left Lanier shot a glance there; and then both of them were running in that direction, along the smooth metal paving that bordered the mighty canal. They came to what Randall had seen, a mighty metal arch that soared out over the waterway to its opposite side. A bridge!


  They were on it, were racing up the smooth incline of it. Randall glanced back as they reached the arch’s summit. From that height the city stretched far away behind them, a lace of crimson lights in the night. He glimpsed the gleam of the giant waterway that encircled the city completely, one that was fed by other canals from far away that emptied into it, the great city’s vital water-supply brought thus from this world’s melting polar snows.


  There were moving lights behind now, too, pouring out onto the metal paving by the waterway, moving to and fro as though in confusion, with a babel of hissing cries. It was not until Randall and Lanier were running down the descending incline of the great arched bridge, though, that the lights and shouts of their pursuers began to move up on that bridge after them.


  Running off the bridge’s smooth way, the two found themselves stumbling on through the darkness over more metal paving, and then over soft ground. There were no lights or buildings or sounds of any sort on this farther side of the great waterway. A tall dark wall seemed suddenly to loom up out of the darkness some distance ahead of the two.


  “The crimson jungle!” Randall cried. “The jungles we glimpsed from the city! It’s a chance to hide!”


  They raced toward the protecting blackness of that wall of vegetation. They reached it, flung themselves inside, just as the pursuing Martians, a mass of running crocodilian shapes and of great racing centipede-machines, swept up over the bridge’s arch behind. A moment the two halted in the thick vegetation’s shelter, gasping for breath, then were moving forward through the jungle’s denser darkness.


  Thick about them and far above them towered the masses of strange trees and plant life through which they made their way. Randall could see but dimly the nature of these plant-forms, but could make out that they were grotesque and unearthly in appearance, all leafless, and with masses of thin tendrils branching from them instead of leaves. He realized that it was only beside the arid planet’s great canals that this profusion of plant life had sufficient moisture for existence, and that it was the broad bands of jungle bordering the canals that had made the latter visible to earth’s astronomers.


  Lanier and he halted for a moment to listen. The thick jungle about them seemed quite silent. But from behind there came through it a vague tumult of hissing calls; and then, as they glimpsed red flashes far behind, they heard the crashing of great masses of the leafless trees.


  “The rays!” whispered Lanier. “They’re beating through the jungle with them and the centipede-machines after us!”


  They paused no more, but pushed on through the thick growths with renewed urgency. Now and then, as they passed through small clearings, Randall glimpsed overhead the fast-moving nearer moon and slower sailing farther moon of Mars, moving across the steady stars. In some of these clearings they saw, too, strange great openings burrowed in the ground as though by some strange animal.


  The crashing clamor of the Martians beating the jungle behind was coming close, ever closer, and as they came to still another misty-lit clearing, Lanier paused, with face white and tense.


  “They’re closing in on us!” he said. “They’re hunting us down by beating the jungle with those centipede-machines, and even if we escape them we’re getting farther from the city and the matter-station each moment!”


  Randall’s eyes roved desperately around the clearing; and then, as they fell on a group of the great burrowed openings that seemed present everywhere about them, he uttered an exclamation.


  “These holes! We can hide in one until they’ve passed over us, and then steal back to the city!”


  Lanier’s eyes lit. “It’s a chance!”


  They sprang toward the openings. They were each of some four feet diameter, extending indefinitely downward as though the mouths of tunnels. In a moment Randall was lowering himself into one, Lanier after him. The tunnel in which they were, they found, curved to one side a few feet below the surface. They crawled down this curve until they were out of sight of the opening above. They crouched silent, then, listening.


  There came down to them the dull, distant clamor of the centipede-machines crashing through the jungle, cutting away with rays, their clamor growing ever louder. Then Randall, who was lowest in the tunnel, turned suddenly as there came to him a strange rustling sound from beneath him. It was as though some crawling or creeping thing was moving in the tunnel below them!


  He grasped the arm of Lanier, beside and a little above him, to warn him, but the words he was about to whisper never were uttered. For at this moment a big shapeless living thing seemed to flash up toward them through the darkness from beneath, cold ropelike tentacles gripped both tightly; and then in an instant they were being dragged irresistibly down into the lightless tunnel’s depths!


  As they were pulled swiftly downward into the tunnel by the tentacles that grasped them an involuntary cry of horror came from Randall and Lanier alike. They twisted frantically in the cold grip that held them, but found it of the quality of steel. And as Randall twisted in it to strike frantically down through the darkness at whatever thing of horror held them, his clenched fist met but the cold smooth skin of some big, soft-bodied creature!


  Down—down—remorselessly they were being drawn farther into the black depths of the tunnel by the great thing crawling down below them. Again and again the two twisted and struck, but could not shake its hold. In sheer exhaustion they ceased to struggle, dragged helplessly farther down.


  Was it minutes or hours, Randall wondered afterward, of that horrible progress downward, that passed before they glimpsed light beneath? A feeble glow, hardly discernible, it was, and as they went lower still he saw that it was caused by the tunnel passing through a strata of radio-active rock that gave off the faint light. In that light they glimpsed for the first time the horror dragging them downward.


  It was a huge worm creature! A thing like a giant angleworm, three feet or more in thickness and thrice that in length, its great body soft and cold and worm-like. From the end nearest them projected two long tentacles with which it had gripped the two men and was dragging them down the tunnel after it! Randall glimpsed a mouth-aperture in the tentacled end of the worm body also, and two scarlike marks above it, placed like eyes, although eyes the monstrous thing had not.


  But a moment they glimpsed it and then were in darkness again as the tunnel passed through the radio-active strata and lower. The horror of that moment’s glimpse, though, made them strike out in blind repulsion, but relentlessly the creature dragged them after it.


  “God!” It was Lanier’s panting cry as they were dragged on. “This worm monster—we’re hundreds of feet below the surface!”


  Randall sought to reply, but his voice choked. The air about them was close and damp, with an overpowering earthy smell. He felt consciousness leaving him.


  A gleam of soft light—they were passing more radio-active patches. He felt the wild convulsive struggles of Lanier against the thing; and then suddenly the tunnel ended, debouched into a far-stretching, low-ceilinged cavity. It was feebly illuminated by radio-active patches here and there in walls and ceiling, and as the monster that held them halted on entering the cavity, Randall and Lanier lay in its grip and stared across the weird place with intensified horror.


  For it was swarming with countless worm monsters! All were like the one who held them, thick long worm bodies with projecting tentacles and with black eyeless faces. They were crawling to and fro in this cavern far beneath the surface, swarming in hordes around and over each other, pouring in and out of the awful place from countless tunnels that led upward and downward from it!


  A world of worm monsters, beneath the surface of the Martian jungles! As Randall stared across that swarming, dim-lit cave of horror, physically sick at sight of it, he remembered the countless tunnel openings they had glimpsed in their flight through the jungle, and remembered the remark of the Martian who had first guided them across the city, that in the jungles were living things, of a sort. These were the things, worm monsters whose unthinkable networks of tunnels and burrows formed beneath the surface a veritable worm world!


  “Randall!” It was Lanier’s thick exclamation. “Randall—those scar-marks on their—faces—you see—?”


  “See?”


  “Those marks! These creatures had eyes once but must have been forced down here by the Martians. These may once have been—ages ago—human!”


  At that thought Randall felt horror overcoming his senses. He was aware that the great worm monster holding them was dragging them forward through the cavern, that others of the swarms there were crowding around them, feeling them blindly with their tentacles, helping to drag them forward.


  Half-carried and half-dragged they went, scores of tentacles now holding them, great worm shapes crawling forward on all sides of them and accompanying them along the cavern’s length. He glimpsed worm monsters here and there emerging from the upward tunnels with masses of strange plant stuff in their grasp that others blindly devoured. His senses reeled from the suffocating air, the great cavity being but a half-score feet in height, burrowed from the damp earth by these numberless things.


  The faint, strange light of the radio-active patches showed him that they were approaching the cavern’s end. Tunnels opened from its end as from all its walls and floor, and into one Randall was dragged by the creatures, one before and one behind, grasping him, and Lanier being brought behind him in the same way. In the close tunnel the heavy air was deadly, and he was but partly conscious when again, after moments of crawling along it, he felt himself dragged out into another cavern.


  This earth-walled cavity, though, seemed to extend farther than the first, though of the same height as the first and with a few radio-active illuminating patches. In it seethed and swarmed literally hundreds on hundreds of the worm monsters, a sea of great crawling bodies. Randall and Lanier saw that they were being carried and dragged now toward the farther end of this larger cavity.


  As they approached it, pushing through the swarming creatures who felt them with inquisitive tentacles as their captors took them forward, the two men saw that a great shape was looming up in the faint light at the cave’s far end. In moments they were close enough to discern its nature, and a horror and awe filled them at sight of it more intense than they had yet felt.


  For the looming shape was a huge earthen image or statue of a worm! It was shaped with a childish crudeness from the solid earth, a giant earthen worm shape whose body looped across the cave’s end, and whose tentacled head or front end was reared upward to the cavity’s roof. Before this awful earthen shape was a section of the cave’s floor higher than the rest, and on it a great crudely shaped rectangular earthen block.


  “Lanier—that shape!” whispered Randall in his horror. “That earthen image, made by these creatures—it’s the worm god they’ve made for themselves!”


  “A worm god!” Lanier repeated, staring toward it as they were dragged nearer. “Then that block . . .”


  “Its altar!” Randall exclaimed. “These things have some dim spark of intelligence or memory! They’re brought us here to—”


  Before he could finish, the clutching tentacles of the worm monsters about them had dragged them up onto the raised floor beside the block, beneath the looming earthen worm shape. There they glimpsed for the first time in the faint light another who stood there held tightly by the tentacles of two worm monsters. It was a Martian!


  The big crocodilian shape was apparently a prisoner like themselves, captured and brought down from above. His reptilian eyes surveyed Lanier and Randall quickly as they were dragged up and held beside him, but he took no other interest. To the two men, at the moment, it seemed that his great crocodilian shape was human, almost, so much more man-like was it than the grotesque worm monsters before them.


  With a half-dozen of the creatures holding the two men and the Martian tightly, another great worm monster crawled to the edge of the raised earth floor in front of the giant worm god’s image, and then reared up the first third of his thick body into the air. By then the great, faint-lit cavity stretching before them was filled with countless numbers of the monsters, pouring into it from all the tunnels that opened into it from above and below, packing it thick with their grotesque bodies as far as the eye could reach in the dim light.


  They were seething and crawling in that great mass; but as the worm monster on the elevation upreared, all in the cavity seemed suddenly to quiet. Then the upreared eyeless thing began to move his long tentacles. Very slowly at first he waved them back and forth, and slowly the masses of monsters in the cavity, all turned by some sense toward him, did likewise, the cavity becoming a forest of upraised tentacles waving rhythmically back and forth in unison with those of the leader.


  Back and forth—back and forth—Randall felt caught in some torturing nightmare as he watched the countless tentacle-feelers waving thus from one side to the other. It was a ceremony, he knew—some strange rite springing perhaps from dim memory alone, that these worm monsters carried out thus before the looming shape of their worm god. Only the six that held the three captives never relaxed their grip.


  Still on and on went the strange and senseless rite. By then the close, damp air of that cavity far beneath Mars’ surface was sinking Randall and Lanier deeper into a half-consciousness. The Martian beside them never moved or spoke. The upstretched tentacles of the leader and of the great worm horde before him never ceased swaying rhythmically from side to side.


  Randall, half-hypnotized by those swaying tentacles and but semi-conscious by then, could only estimate afterward how long that grotesque rite went on. Hours it must have endured, he knew, hours in which each opening of his eyes revealed only the dimly-illuminated cavern, the worm monsters that filled it, the forest of tentacles waving in unison. It was only toward the end of those hours that he noticed vaguely that the tentacles were waving faster and faster.


  And as the tentacles of leader and worm horde waved alike ever more swiftly an atmosphere of growing excitement and expectation seemed to hold the horde. At last the upstretched feelers were whipping back and forth almost too swiftly for the eye to follow. Then abruptly the worm leader ceased the motion himself, and while the horde before him continued it, turned and crawled to the three captives.


  In an instant, at though in answer to a second command, the two worm monsters who held the Martian dragged him forward toward the great earthen block before the worm god’s image. Two others of the creatures came from the side, and the four swiftly stretched the Martian flat on the block’s top, each of the four grasping with their tentacles one of his four taloned limbs. They seemed to hesitate then, the worm leader beside them, the tentacles of the horde waving swiftly still.


  Abruptly the tentacles of the leader flashed up as though in a signal. There was a dull ripping sound, and in that moment Randall and Lanier saw the Martian on the block torn literally limb from limb by the four great worm monsters who had held his four limbs!


  The tentacles of the horde waved suddenly with increased, excited swiftness at that. Randall shrank in horror.


  “They’ve brought us here for that!” he cried. “To sacrifice us on that altar that way to their worm god!”


  But Lanier too had cried out, appalled, as he saw that awful sacrifice, and both strained madly against the grip of the worm creatures. Their struggles were in vain, and then in answer to another unspoken command the two monsters that held Randall were dragging him also to the earthen altar!


  He felt himself gripped by the four great creatures around the block, felt as he struggled with his last strength that he was being stretched out on the block, each of the four at one of its corners grasping one of his limbs. He heard Lanier’s mad cries as though from a great distance, glimpsed as he was held thus on his back the great shape of the earthen worm god reared over him, and then glimpsed the leader of the monsters rearing beside him.


  The dull sound of the swift-waving tentacles of the horde came to him, there was a tense moment of agony of waiting, and then the tentacles of the leader flashed up in the signal!


  But at the same moment Randall felt his limbs released by the four monsters that had held them! There seemed sudden wild confusion in the great cave. The strange rite broke off; the horde of worm monsters crawled frantically this way and that in it. Randall slipped off the block; staggered to his feet.


  The worm monsters in the cave were swarming toward the downward tunnel openings! The two captives forgotten, the creatures were pouring in crawling, fighting swarms toward those openings. And then, as Randall and Lanier stared stupefied, there came a red flash from one of the upward tunnels and a brilliant crimson ray stabbed down and mowed a path of annihilation in the cave’s earthen side!


  The two heard great thumping sounds from above, saw the tunnels leading from above becoming suddenly many times greater in size as red rays flashed down along them to gouge the tunnel’s walls. Then down from those enlarged tunnels there were bursting long shining shapes, great centipede-machines crawling down the tunnels which their rays made larger before them! And as the centipede-machines burst down into the cavern their crimson rays stabbed right and left to cut paths of annihilation among the worms.


  “The Martians!” Lanier cried. “They didn’t find us above—they knew we must have been taken by these things—and they’ve come down after us!”


  “Back, Lanier!” Randall shouted. “Quick, before they see us, behind this—”


  As he spoke he was jerking Lanier with him behind the looming earthen statue of the great worm god. Crouched there between the statue and the cave’s wall they were hidden precariously from the view of those in the cavern. And now that cavern had become a scene of horror unthinkable as the centipede-machines pouring down into it blasted the frantically crawling worm monsters with their rays.


  The worm monsters attempted no resistance, but sought only to escape into their downward tunnels, and in moments those not caught by the rays had vanished in the openings. But the centipede-machines, after racing swiftly around the cavity, were following them, were going down into those downward tunnels also, their rays blasting down ahead of each to make the tunnel large enough for them to follow.


  In a moment all but one had vanished down into the openings, the remaining one having its front or head jammed in one of the openings from the failure of its operator to blast a large enough opening before him. As Lanier and Randall watched tensely they saw the machine’s control room door open and a Martian descend. He inspected the tunnel opening in which his vehicle was jammed, then with a hand ray-tube began to disintegrate the earth around that opening to free his machine.


  Randall clutched his companion’s arm. “That machine!” he whispered. “If we could capture it, it would give us a chance to get back to the city—to Milton and the matter-transmitter!”


  Lanier started, then nodded swiftly. “We’ll chance it,” he whispered. “For our twenty-four hours here must be almost up.”


  They hesitated a moment, then crept forward from behind the great earthen statue. The Martian had his back to them, his attention on the freeing of his mechanism. Across the dim-lit cavern they crept softly, and were within a dozen feet of the Martian when some sound made him wheel quickly to confront them with the deadly tube. But even as he whirled the two had leaped.


  The force of their leap sent them flying through that dozen feet of space to strike the Martian at the moment his tube leveled. One hissing call he uttered as they struck him, and then with all his strength Lanier had grasped the crocodilian body and bent it backward. Something in it snapped, and the Martian collapsed limply. The two looked wildly around.


  Nothing showed that the Martian’s call had been heard, and after a moment’s glance that showed the head of the centipede machine already freed, they were clambering up into its control room, closing the door. Randall seized the knob with which he had seen the machines operated. As he pulled it toward him the machine moved across the tunnel opening and raced smoothly over the cavern’s floor. As he turned the knob the machine turned swiftly in the same direction.


  He headed the long mechanism toward one of the upward-curving tunnels which the Martians had blasted larger in descending. They were almost to it when there flashed up into the cavity from one of the downward tunnel openings a centipede-machine, and then another, and another. The Martians in their transparent-windowed control rooms took in at a glance the dead crocodilian on the floor, and then the three great machines were darting toward that of Randall and Lanier.


  “The Martian we killed!” Randall cried. “They heard his call and are coming after us!”


  “Turn to the wall!” Lanier shouted to him. “I have the rays—”


  At that moment there was a clicking beside Randall and he glimpsed Lanier pulling forth two small grips he had found, then saw that two crimson rays were stabbing from tubes in their machine’s front toward the others even as their own rays darted back. The beams that had been loosed toward them grazed past them as Randall whirled their machine to the wall, and he saw one of the three attacking mechanisms vanish as Lanier’s beams struck it.


  Around—back—with instinctive, lightning like motions he whirled their centipede-machine in the great dim-lit cave as the two remaining ones leapt again to the attack. Their rays shot right and left to catch the two men’s vehicle in a trap of death, and as Randall swung their own mechanism straight ahead he glimpsed at the cavern’s far end the great earthen worm god still upreared.


  On either side of them the red beams burned as they leapt forward, but as though running a gauntlet of death Randall kept the machine racing forward in the succeeding second until the two others loomed on either side of it. Then Lanier’s beams were driving in turn to right and left of them and the two vanished as though by magic as they were struck.


  “Up to the surface!” Lanier cried, his eyes on the glowing dial of his wrist-watch. “We’ve been held hours here—we’ve but a half-hour or more before earth midnight!”


  Randall sent their machine racing again toward one of the upward tunnels, and as the long mechanism began to climb smoothly up the darkness he heard Lanier agonizing beside him.


  “God, if we have only enough time to get to that matter-transmitter before the Martians start flashing to earth through it!”


  “But Milton?” Randall cried. “We don’t know whether he’s alive or dead! We can’t leave him!”


  “We must!” said Lanier solemnly. “Our duty’s to the earth now, man, to the world that we alone can save from the Martian invasion and conquest! At the hour of twelve Nelson will have the matter-receiver turned on and at that hour the Martian will start flashing to earth—unless we prevent!”


  Suddenly Randall grasped the knob in his hands more tightly as light showed above them. They had been climbing upward through the enlarged tunnel at their machine’s highest speed, and now as the tunnel curved the light grew stronger. Suddenly they were emerging into the thin sunlight of the Martian day.


  In the crimson jungle about them were many Martians, milling excitedly to and fro, and other centipede-machines that were blasting their way down through tunnels to the worm world beneath.


  Randall and Lanier, breathless, crouched low in the transparent-windowed control room as they sent their mechanism racing through this scene of swarming activity. Both gasped as one of the centipede-machines clashed against their own in passing, its Martian driver turning to stare after them. But there came no alarm, and in a moment they had passed out of the swarm of Martians and machines and were heading through the jungle in the direction of the city.


  Through the weird red vegetation their mechanism raced with them, Randall holding it at its highest speed, and in minutes they came out of the jungle and were racing over the clear space between it and the great canal. Beyond that canal loomed into the thin sunlight the clustering cones of the mighty Martian city, two towering above all the others—the cone of the Martian Master and the other cone in which was the matter-transmitter and receiver.


  It was toward the latter that Lanier pointed. “Head straight toward that cone, Randall—we’ve but minutes left!”


  They were racing now up over the great arch of the canal’s metal bridge, and then scuttling smoothly off it and along the broad metal street through which they had fled in darkness hours before. In it Martians and centipede-machines were coming and going in great numbers, but none noticed the human forms of the two crouched low in their mechanism’s control room.


  They were rushing then toward the looming cone of the Martian Master. As they flashed past it Randall saw Lanier’s face working, knew the desire that tore at him even as at himself to burst inside and ascertain whether or not Milton still lived in the laboratories from which they had fled. But they were past it, faces white and grim, were rushing on through the Martian city at reckless speed toward the other mighty cone.


  It seemed that all in the great city were heading toward the same goal, streams of crocodilian Martians and masses of shining centipede-machines filling the streets as they moved toward it. As they came closer to the mighty structure, hearts pounding, they saw that around it surged a mighty mass of Martians and machines. The hordes waiting to be released through the matter-transmitter inside upon the unsuspecting earth!


  “Try to get the machine inside!” Lanier whispered tensely. “If we can smash that transmitter yet . . .”


  Randall nodded grimly. “Keep ready at the ray-tubes,” he told the other.


  As unobtrusively as possible he sent their long mechanism worming forward through the vast throng of machines and Martians, toward the great cone’s door. Crouching low, the hands of their watches closing fast toward the twelfth figure, they edged forward in the long machine. At last they were moving through the mighty door, into the cone’s interior.


  They moved slowly on through the mass of machines and crocodile forms inside, then halted. For at the great crowd’s center was a clear circle hundreds of feet across, and as Randall gazed across it his heart seemed to leap once and then stop.


  At the center of that clear circle rose the two cubical metal chambers of the matter-transmitter and receiver. The transmitting chamber, they saw, was flooded with humming force, with white light pouring from its inner walls. It was already in operation, and the masses of Martians in the great cone were only waiting for the moment to sound when the receiver on earth would be operating also. Then they would pour into the chamber to be flashed in masses across the gulf to earth! The eyes of all in the cone seemed turned toward an erect dial-mechanism beside the chambers which was clocklike in appearance, and that would mark the moment when the first Martian could enter the transmitting-chamber and flash out.


  A little distance from the two metal chambers stood a low dais on which there sat the hideous triple-bodied form of the Martian Master. Around him were the massed members of his council, waiting like him for the start of their age-planned invasion of earth. And beside the dais was a figure between two crocodilian guards at sight of whom Randall forgot all else.


  “Milton! My God, Lanier, it’s Milton!”


  “Milton! They’ve brought him here to torture or kill him if they find he’s lied about the moment they could flash to earth!”


  Milton! And at sight of him something snapped in Randall’s brain.


  With a single motion of the knob he sent their centipede-machine crashing out into the clear circle at the mighty cone’s center. A wild uproar of hissing cries broke from all the thousands in it as he sent the mechanism whirling toward the dais of the Martian Master. He saw the crocodilian forms there scattering blindly before him, and then as his rays drove out and spun and stabbed in mad figures of crimson death through the astounded Martian masses he saw Milton looking up toward them, crying out crazily to them as his two guards loosed him for the moment.


  A high call from the Martian Master ripped across the hall and was answered by a shattering roar of hissing voices as Martians and machines surged madly toward them. Randall and Lanier in a single leap were out of the centipede-machine, and in an instant had half-dragged Milton with them in a great leap up to the edge of the humming transmitting chamber.


  Milton was shouting hoarsely to them over the wild uproar. To enter that transmitting chamber before the destined moment was annihilation, to be flashed out with no receiver on earth awaiting them. They turned, struck with all their strength at the first Martians rushing up to them. No rays flashed, for a ray loosed would destroy the chamber behind them that was the one gate for the Martians to the world they would invade. But as the Martian Master’s high call hissed again all the countless crocodilian forms in the great cone were rushing toward them.


  Braced at the very edge of the humming, light-filled chamber, Randall and Lanier and Milton struck madly at the Martians surging up toward them. Randall seemed in a dream. A score of taloned paws clutched him from beneath; scaled forms collapsed under his insane blows.


  The whole vast cone and surging reptilian hordes seemed spinning at increasing speed around him. As his clenched fists flashed with waning strength he glimpsed crocodilian forms swarming up on either side of them, glimpsed Lanier down, talons reaching toward him, Milton fighting over him like a madman. Another moment would see it ended—reptilian arms reaching in scores to drag him down—Milton jerking Lanier half to his feet. The Martian Master’s call sounded—and then came a great clanging sound at which the Martian hordes seemed to freeze for an instant motionless, at which Milton’s voice reached him in a supreme cry.


  “Randall—the transmitter!”


  For in that instant Milton was leaping back with Lanier, and as Randall with his last strength threw himself backward with them into the humming transmitting-chamber’s brilliant light, he heard a last frenzied roar of hissing cries from the Martian hordes about them. Then as the brilliant light and force from the chamber’s walls smote them, Randall felt himself hurled into blackness inconceivable, that smashed like a descending curtain across his brain.


  The curtain of blackness lifted for a moment. He was lying with Milton and Lanier in another chamber whose force beat upon them. He saw a yellow-lit room instead of the great cone—saw the tense, anxious face of Nelson at the switch beside them. He strove to move, made to Nelson a gesture with his arm that seemed to drain all strength and life from him; and then, as in answer to it Nelson drove up the switch and turned off the force of the matter-receiver in which they lay, the black curtain descended on Randall’s brain once more.


  Two hours later it was when Milton and Randall and Lanier and Nelson turned to the laboratory’s door. They paused to glance behind them. Of the great matter-transmitter and receiver, of the apparatus that had crowded the laboratory, there remained now but wreckage.


  For that had been their first thought, their first task, when the astounded Nelson had brought the three back to consciousness and had heard their amazing tale. They had wrecked so completely the matter-station and its actuating apparatus that none could ever have guessed what a mechanism of wonder the laboratory a short time before had held.


  The cubical chambers had been smashed beyond all recognition, the dynamos were masses of split metal and fused wiring, the batteries of tubes were shattered, the condensers and transformers and wiring demolished. And it had only been when the last written plans and blue-prints of the mechanism had been burned that Milton and Randall and Lanier had stopped to allow their exhausted bodies a moment of rest.


  Now as they paused at the laboratory’s door, Lanier reached and swung it open. Together, silent, they gazed out.


  It all seemed to Randall exactly as upon the night before. The shadowy masses in the darkness, the heaving, dim-lit sea stretching far away before them, the curtain of summer stars stretched across the heavens. And, sinking westward amid those stars, the red spark of Mars toward which as though toward a magnet all their eyes had turned.


  Milton was speaking. “Up there it has shone for centuries—ages—a crimson spot of light. And up there the Martians have been watching, watching—until at last we opened to them the gate.”


  Randall’s hand was on his shoulder. “But we closed that gate, too, in the end.”


  Milton nodded slowly. “We—or the fate that rules our worlds. But the gate is closed, and God grant, shall never again be opened by any on this world.”


  “God grant it,” the other echoed.


  And they were all gazing still toward the thing. Gazing up toward the crimson spot of light that burned there among the stars, toward the planet that shone red, menacing, terrible, but whose menace and whose terror had been thrust back even as they had crouched to spring at last upon the earth.


  THE MAN WHO EVOLVED


  Wonder Stories, April 1931


  THERE were three of us in Pollard’s house on that night that I try vainly to forget. Dr. John Pollard himself, Hugh Dutton and I, Arthur Wright—we were the three. Pollard met that night a fate whose horror none could dream; Dutton has since that night inhabited a state institution reserved for the insane, and I alone am left to tell what happened.


  It was on Pollard’s invitation that Dutton and I went up to his isolated cottage. We three had been friends and room-mates at the New York Technical University. Our friendship was perhaps a little unusual, for Pollard was a number of years older than Dutton and myself and was different in temperament, being rather quieter by nature. He had followed an intensive course of biological studies, too, instead of the ordinary engineering courses Dutton and I had taken.


  As Dutton and I drove northward along the Hudson on that afternoon, we found ourselves reviewing what we knew of Pollard’s career. We had known of his taking his master’s and doctor’s degrees, and had heard of his work under Braun, the Vienna biologist whose theories had stirred up such turmoil. We had heard casually, too, that afterwards he had come back to plunge himself in private research at the country-house beside the Hudson he had inherited. But since then we had had no word from him and had been somewhat surprised to receive his telegrams inviting us to spend the weekend with him.


  It was drawing into early-summer twilight when Dutton and I reached a small riverside village and were directed to Pollard’s place, a mile or so beyond. We found it easily enough, a splendid old pegged-frame house that for a hundred-odd years had squatted on a low hill above the river. Its outbuildings were clustered around the big house like the chicks about some protecting hen.


  Pollard himself came out to greet us. “Why, you boys have grown up!” was his first exclamation. “Here I’ve remembered you as Hughie and Art, the campus trouble-raisers, and you look as though you belong to business clubs and talk everlastingly about sales-resistance!”


  “That’s the sobering effect of commercial life,” Dutton explained, grinning. “It hasn’t touched you, you old oyster—you look the same as you did five years ago.”


  He did, too, his lanky figure and slow smile and curiously thoughtful eyes having changed not a jot. Yet Pollard’s bearing seemed to show some rather more than usual excitement and I commented on it.


  “If I seem a little excited it’s because this is a great day for me,” he answered.


  “Well, you are in luck to get two fine fellows like Dutton and me to trail up to this hermitage of yours,” I began, but he shook his head smilingly.


  “I don’t refer to that. Art, though I’m mighty glad you’ve come. As for my hermitage, as you call it, don’t say a word against it. I’ve been able to do work here I could never have done amid the distractions of a city laboratory.”


  His eyes were alight.


  “If you two knew what—but there, you’ll hear it soon enough. Let’s get inside—I suppose you’re hungry?”


  “Hungry—not I,” I assured him. “I might devour half a steer or some trifle like that, but I have really no appetite for anything else today.”


  “Same here,” Dutton said. “I just pick at my food lately. Give me a few dozen sandwiches and a bucket of coffee and I consider it a full meal.”


  “Well, we’ll see what we can do to tempt your delicate appetites,” said Pollard, as we went inside.


  We found his big house comfortable enough, with long, low-ceilinged rooms and broad windows looking riverward. After putting our bags in a bedroom, and while his housekeeper and cook prepared dinner. Pollard escorted us on a tour of inspection of the place. We were most interested in his laboratory.


  It was a small wing he had added to the house, of frame construction outside to harmonize with the rest of the building, but inside offering a gleaming vista of white-tiled walls and polished instruments. A big cube-like structure of transparent metal surmounted by a huge metal cylinder resembling a monster vacuum tube, took up the room’s center, and he showed us in an adjoining stone-floored room the dynamos and motors of his private power-plant. Night had fallen by the time we finished dinner, the meal having been prolonged by our reminiscences. The housekeeper and cook had gone. Pollard explaining that the servants did not sleep in the place. We sat smoking for a while in his living-room, Dutton looking appreciatively around at our comfortable surroundings.


  “Your hermitage doesn’t seem half-bad. Pollard,” he commented. “I wouldn’t mind this easy life for a while myself.”


  “Easy life?” repeated Pollard. “That’s all you know about it, Hugh. The fact is that I’ve never worked so hard in my life as I’ve done up here in the last two years.”


  “What in the world have you been working at?” I asked. “Something so unholy you’ve had to keep it hidden here?”


  A Mad Scheme


  POLLARD chuckled. “That’s what they think down in the village. They know I’m a biologist and have a laboratory here, so it’s a foregone conclusion with them that I’m doing vivisection of an especially dreadful nature. That’s why the servants won’t stay here at night.


  “As a matter of fact,” he added, “if they knew down in the village what I’ve really been working on they’d be ten times as fearful as they are now.”


  “Are you trying to play the mysterious great scientist for our benefit?” Dutton demanded. “If you are you’re wasting time—I know you, stranger, so take off that mask.”


  “That’s right,” I told him. “If you’re trying to get our curiosity worked up you’ll find we can scram you as neatly as we could five years ago.”


  “Which scramming generally ended in black eyes for both of you,” he retorted. “But I’ve no intention of working up your curiosity—as a matter of fact I asked you up here to see what I’ve been doing and help me finish it.”


  “Help you?” echoed Dutton. “What can we help you do—dissect worms? Some week-end, I can see right now!”


  “There’s more to this than dissecting worms,” Pollard said. He leaned back and smoked for a little time in silence before he spoke again.


  “Do you two have any knowledge at all of evolution?” he asked.


  “I know that it’s a fighting word in some states,” I answered, “and that when you say it you’ve got to smile, damn you.”


  He smiled himself. “I suppose you’re aware of the fact, however, that all life on this earth began as simple uni-cellular protoplasm, and by successive evolutionary mutations or changes developed into its present forms and is still slowly developing?”


  “We know that much—just because we’re not biologists you needn’t think we’re totally ignorant of biology,” Button said.


  “Shut up. Dutton,” I warned. “What’s evolution got to do with your work up here, Pollard?”


  “It is my work up here,” Pollard answered.


  He bent forward. “I’ll try to make this clear to you from the start. You know, or say you know, the main steps of evolutionary development. Life began on this earth as simple protoplasm, a jelly-like mass from which developed small protoplasmic organisms. From these developed in turn sea-creatures, land-lizards, mammals, by successive mutations. This infinitely slow evolutionary process has reached its highest point so far in the mammal man, and is still going on with the same slowness.


  “This much is certain biological knowledge, but two great questions concerning this process of evolution have remained hitherto unanswered. First, what is the cause of evolutionary change, the cause of these slow, steady mutations into higher forms? Second, what is the future course of man’s evolution going to be, what will be the forms into which in the future man will evolve, and where will his evolution stop? Those two questions biology has so far been unable to answer.”


  Pollard was silent a moment and then said quietly, “I have found the answer to one of those questions, and am going to find the answer to the other tonight.”


  We stared at him. “Are you trying to spoof us?” I asked finally.


  “I’m absolutely serious, Arthur. I have actually solved the first of those problems, have found the cause of evolution.”


  “What is it, then?” burst out of Dutton.


  “What it has been thought by some biologists for years to be,” Pollard answered. “The cosmic rays.”


  “The cosmic rays?” I echoed. “The vibrations from space that Millikan discovered?”


  “Yes, the cosmic rays, the shortest wavelength and most highly penetrating of all vibratory forces. It has been known that they beat unceasingly upon the earth from outer space, cast forth by the huge generators of the stars, and it has also been known that they must have some great effect in one way or another upon the life of the earth.”


  “I have proved that they do have such an effect, and that that effect is what we call evolution! For it is the cosmic rays, beating upon every living organism on earth, that cause the profound changes in the structure of those organisms which we call mutations. Those changes are slow indeed, but it is due to them that through the ages life has been raised from the first protoplasm to man, and is still being raised higher.”


  “GOOD Lord! You can’t be serious on this, Pollard!” Dutton protested.


  “I am so serious that I am going to stake my life on my discovery tonight,” Pollard answered, quietly.


  We were startled. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that I have found in the cosmic rays the cause of evolution, the answer to the first question, and that tonight by means of them I am going to answer the second question and find out what the future evolutionary development of man will be!”


  “But how could you possibly—”


  Pollard interrupted. “Easily enough. I have been able in the last months to do something no physicist has been able to do, to concentrate the cosmic rays and yet remove from them their harmful properties. You saw the cylinder over the metal cube in my laboratory? That cylinder literally gathers in from an immense distance the cosmic rays that strike this part of earth, and reflects them down inside the cube.


  “Now suppose those concentrated cosmic rays, millions of times stronger than the ordinary cosmic rays that strike one spot on earth, fall upon a man standing inside the cube. What will be the result? It is the cosmic rays that cause evolutionary change, and you heard me say that they are still changing all life on earth, still changing man, but so slowly as to be unnoticeable. But what about the man under those terrifically intensified rays? He will be changed millions of times faster than ordinarily, will go forward in hours or minutes through the evolutionary mutations that all mankind will go forward through in eons to come!”


  “And you propose to try that experiment?” I cried.


  “I propose to try it on myself,” said Pollard gravely, “and to find out for myself the evolutionary changes that await humankind.”


  “Why, it’s insane!” Dutton exclaimed.


  Pollard smiled. “The old cry,” he commented. “Never an attempt. has been made yet to tamper with nature’s laws, but that cry has been raised.”


  “But Dutton’s right!” I cried. “Pollard, you’ve worked here alone too long—you’ve let your mind become warped—”


  “You are trying to tell me that I have become a little mad,” he I said. “No, I am sane—perhaps wonderfully sane, in trying this.”


  His expression changed, his eyes brooding. “Can’t you two sees what this may mean to humanity? As we are to the apes, so must the; men of the future be to us. If we could use this method of mine to take all mankind forward through millions of years of evolutionary development at one stride, wouldn’t it be sane to do so?” ; My mind was whirling. “Good heavens, the whole thing is so crazy,” I protested. “To accelerate the evolution of the human race? It seems somehow a thing forbidden.”


  “It’s a thing glorious if it can be done,” he returned, “and I know that it can be done. But first one must go ahead, must travel on through stage after stage of man’s future development to find out to which stage it would be most desirable for all mankind to be transferred. I know there is such an age.”


  “And you asked us up here to take part in that?”


  “Just that. I mean to enter the cube and let the concentrated rays whirl me forward along the paths of evolution, but I must have someone to turn the rays on and off at the right moments.”


  “It’s all incredible!” Dutton exclaimed. “Pollard, if this is a joke it’s gone far enough for me.”


  For answer Pollard rose. “We will go to the laboratory now,” he said simply. “I am eager to get started.”


  I cannot remember following Pollard and Dutton to the laboratory, my thoughts were spinning so at the time. It was not until we stood before the great cube from which the huge metal cylinder towered that I was aware of the reality of it all.


  Pollard had gone into the dynamo-room and as Dutton and I stared wordlessly at the great cube and cylinder, at the retorts and flasks of acids and strange equipment about us, we heard the hum of motor-generators. Pollard came back to the switchboard supported in a steel frame beside the cube, and as he closed a switch there came a crackling and the cylinder glowed with white light.


  Pollard pointed to it and the big quartz-like disk in the cubical chamber’s ceiling, from which the white force-shafts shot downward.


  “The cylinder is now gathering cosmic rays from an immense area of space,” he said, “and those concentrated rays are falling through that disk into the cube’s interior. To cut off the rays it is necessary only to open this switch.” He reached to open the switch, the light died.


  The Man Who Evolved


  QUICKLY, while we stared, he removed his clothing, donning in place of it a loose white running suit.


  “I will want to observe the changes of my own body as much as possible,” he explained. “Now, I will stand inside the cube and you will turn on the rays and let them play upon me for fifteen minutes. Roughly, that should represent a period of some fifty million years of future evolutionary change. At the end of fifteen minutes you will turn the rays off and we will be able to observe what changes they have caused. We will then resume the process, going forward by fifteen-minute or rather fifty-million-year periods.”


  “But where will it stop—where will we quit the process?” Dutton asked.


  Pollard shrugged. “We’ll stop where evolution stops, that is, where the rays no longer affect me. You know, biologists have often wondered what the last change or final development of man will be, the last mutation.


  Well, we are going to see tonight what it will be.”


  He stepped toward the cube and then paused, went to a desk and brought from it a sealed envelope he handed to me.


  “This is just in case something happens to me of a fatal nature,” he said. “It contains an attestation signed by myself that you two are in no way responsible for what I am undertaking.”


  “Pollard, give up this unholy business!” I cried, clutching his arm. “It’s not too late, and this whole thing seems ghastly to me!”


  “I’m afraid it is too late,” he smiled. “If I backed out now I’d be ashamed to look in a mirror hereafter. And no explorer was ever more eager than I am to start down the path of man’s future evolution!”


  He stepped up into the cube, standing directly beneath the disk in its ceiling. He motioned imperatively, and like an automaton I closed the door and then threw the switch.


  The cylinder broke again into glowing white light, and as the shafts of glowing white force shot down from the disk in the cube’s ceiling upon Pollard, we glimpsed his whole body writhing as though beneath a terrifically concentrated electrical force. The shaft of glowing emanations almost hid him from our view. I knew that the cosmic rays in themselves were invisible but guessed that the light of the cylinder and shaft was in some way a transformation of part of the rays into visible light.


  Dutton and I stared with beating hearts into the cubical chamber, having but fleeting glimpses of Pollard’s form.


  My watch was in one hand, the other hand on the switch. The fifteen minutes that followed seemed to me to pass with the slowness of fifteen eternities. Neither of us spoke and the only sounds were the hum of the generators and the crackling of the cylinder that from the far spaces was I gathering and concentrating the rays of evolution.


  At last the watch’s hand marked the quarter-hour and I snapped I off the switch, the light of the cylinder and inside the cube dying. Exclamations burst from us both.


  Pollard stood inside the cube, staggering as though still dazed by the impact of the experience, but he was not the Pollard who had entered the chamber! He was transfigured, godlike! His body had literally expanded into a great figure of such physical power and beauty as we had not imagined could exist! He was many inches taller and broader, his skin a clear pink, every limb and muscle molded as though by some master sculptor.


  The greatest change, though, was in his face. Pollard’s homely, good-humored features were gone, replaced by a face whose perfectly-cut features held the stamp of immense intellectual power that shone almost overpoweringly from the dear dark eyes. It was not Pollard who stood before us, I told myself, but a being as far above us as the most advanced man of today is above the troglodyte!


  He was stepping out of the cube and his voice reached our ears, clear and bell-like, triumphant.


  “You see? It worked as I knew it would work! I’m fifty million years ahead of the rest of humanity in evolutionary development!”


  “Pollard!” My lips moved with difficulty. “Pollard, this is terrible—this change—”


  His radiant eyes flashed. “Terrible? It’s wonderful! Do you two realize what I now am, can you realize it? This body of mine is the kind of body all men will have in fifty million years, and the brain inside it is a brain fifty million years ahead of yours in development!”


  HE swept his hand about. “Why, all this laboratory and former work of mine seems infinitely petty, childish, to me! The problems that I worked on for years I could solve now in minutes. I could do more for mankind now than all the men now living could do together!”


  “Then you’re going to stop at this stage?” Dutton cried eagerly. “You’re not going further with this?”


  “Of course I am! If fifty million years’ development makes this much change in man, what will a hundred million years, two hundred million make? I’m going to find that out.”


  I grasped his hand. “Pollard, listen to me! Your experiment has succeeded, has fulfilled your wildest dreams.


  Stop it now! Think what you can accomplish, man! I know your ambition has always been to be one of humanity’s great benefactors—by stopping here you can be the greatest! You can be a living proof to mankind of what your process can make it, and with that proof before it all humanity will be eager to become the same as you!”


  He freed himself from my grasp. “No, Arthur—I have gone part of the way into humanity’s future and I’m going on.”


  He stepped back into the chamber, while Dutton and I stared helplessly. It seemed half a dream, the laboratory, the cubical chamber, the godlike figure inside that was and still was not Pollard.


  “Turn on the rays, and let them play for fifteen minutes more,” he was directing. “It will project me ahead another fifty million years.”


  His eyes and voice were imperative, and I glanced at my watch, and snicked over the switch. Again the cylinder broke into light, again the shaft of force shot down into the cube to hide Pollard’s splendid figure.


  Dutton and I waited with feverish intensity in the next minutes. Pollard was standing still beneath the broad shaft of force, and so was hidden in it from our eyes. What would its lifting disclose? Would he have changed still more, into some giant form, or would he be the same, having already reached humanity’s highest possible development?


  When I shut off the mechanism at the end of the appointed period, Dutton and I received a shock. For again Pollard had changed!


  He was no longer the radiant, physically perfect figure of the first metamorphosis. His body instead seemed to have grown thin and shriveled the outlines of bones visible through its flesh. His body, indeed, seemed to have lost half its bulk and many inches of stature and breadth, but these were compensated for by the change in his head.


  For the head supported by this weak body was an immense, bulging balloon that measured fully eighteen inches from brow to back! It was almost entirely hairless, its great mass balanced precariously upon his slender shoulders and neck. And his face too was changed greatly, the eyes larger and the mouth smaller, the ears seeming? smaller also. The great bulging forehead dominated the face.


  Could this be Pollard? His voice sounded thin and weak to our ears.


  “You are surprised to see me this time? Well, you see a man a hundred million years ahead of you in development. And I must confess that you appear to me as two brutish, hairy cave-men would appear to you.”


  “But Pollard, this is awful!” Dutton cried. “This change is more terrible than the first . . . if you had only stopped at the first . . .”


  The eyes of the shrivelled, huge-headed figure in the cube fired with anger. “Stop at that first stage? I’m glad now that I didn’t! The man I was fifteen minutes ago . . . fifty million years ago in development . . . seems now to me to have been half-animal! What was his big animal-like body beside my immense brain?”


  “You say that because in this change you’re getting away from all human emotions and sentiments!” I burst.


  “Pollard, do you realize what you’re doing? You’re changing out of human semblance!”


  “I realize it perfectly,” he snapped, “and I see nothing to be deplored in the fact. It means that in a hundred million years man will be developing in brain-capacity and will care nothing for the development of body. To you two crude beings, of what is to me the past,: this seems terrible; but to me it is desirable and natural. Turn on the rays again!”


  “Don’t do it. Art!” cried Dutton. “This madness has gone far enough!”


  Pollard’s great eyes surveyed us with cold menace. “You will turn on the rays,” his thin voice ordered deliberately. “If you do not, it will be but the work of a moment for me to annihilate both of you and go on with this alone.”


  “You’d kill us?” I said dumfoundedly. “We two, two of your best friends?”


  His narrow mouth seemed to sneer. “Friends? I am millions of years past such irrational emotions as friendship.


  The only emotion you awaken in me is contempt for your crudity. Turn on the rays!”


  The Brain Monster


  HIS eyes blazed as he snapped the last order, and as though propelled by a force outside myself, I closed the switch.


  The shaft of glowing force again hid him from our view.


  Of our thoughts during the following quarter-hour I can say nothing, for both Dutton and I were so rigid with awe and horror as to make our minds chaotic. I shall never forget, though, that first moment after the time had passed and I had again switched off the mechanism.


  The change had continued, and Pollard—I could not call him that in my own mind—stood in the cube-chamber as a shape the sight of which stunned our minds.


  He had become simply a great head! A huge hairless head fully a yard in diameter, supported on tiny legs, the arms having dwindled to mere hands that projected just below the head! The eyes were enormous, saucer-like, but the ears were mere pin-holes at either side of the head, the nose and mouth being similar holes below the eyes!


  He was stepping out of the chamber on his ridiculously little limbs, and as Dutton and I reeled back in unreasoning horror, his voice came to us as an almost inaudible piping. And it held pride!


  “You tried to keep me from going on, and you see what I have become? To such as you, no doubt, I seem terrible, yet you two and all like you seem as low to me as the worms that crawl!”


  “Good God, Pollard, you’ve made yourself a monster!” The words burst from me without thought.


  His enormous eyes turned on me. “You call me Pollard, yet I am no more the Pollard you knew, and who entered that chamber first, than you are the ape of millions of years ago from whom you sprang! And all mankind is like you two! Well, they will all learn the powers of one who is a hundred and fifty million years in advance of them!”


  “What do you mean?” Dutton exclaimed.


  “I mean that with the colossal brain I have I will master without a struggle this man-swarming planet, and make it a huge laboratory in which to pursue the experiments that please me.”


  “But Pollard—remember why you started this!” I cried. “To go ahead and chart the path of future evolution for humanity—to benefit humanity and not to rule it!”


  The great head’s enormous eyes did not change. “I remember that the creature Pollard that I was until tonight had such foolish ambitions, yes. It would stir mirth now, if I could feel such an emotion, to benefit humanity?


  Do you men dream of benefiting the animal you rule over? I would no sooner think of working for the benefit you humans!


  “Do you two yet realize that I am so far ahead of you in brain power now as you are ahead of the beasts that perish? Look a this . . .”


  He had climbed onto a chair beside one of the laboratory table was reaching among the retorts and apparatus there. Swiftly he poured several compounds into a lead mortar, added others, poured upon the mixed contents another mixture made as swiftly.


  There was a puff of intense green smoke from the mortar instantly, and then the great head—I can only call him that—turned the mortar upside down. A lump of shining mottled metal fell out and we gasped as we recognized the yellow sheen of pure gold, made in a moment, apparently, by a mixture of common compounds!


  “You see?” the grotesque figure was asking. “What is the transformation of elements to a mind like mine? You two cannot even realize the scope of my intelligence!


  “I can destroy all life on this earth from this room, if I desire. I can construct a telescope that will allow me to look on the planets the farthest galaxies! I can send my mind forth to make contact with other minds without the slightest material connection. And you think it terrible that I should rule your race! I will not rule them, I will own them and this planet as you might own a farm and animals!”


  “You couldn’t!” I cried. “Pollard, if there is anything of Pollard left in you, give up that thought! We’ll kill you ourselves before we’ll let you start a monstrous rule of men!”


  “We will—by God, we will!” Dutton cried, his face twitching.


  We had started desperately forward toward the great head but stopped suddenly in our tracks as his great eyes met ours. I found myself walking backward to where I had stood, walking back and Dutton with me, like two automatons.


  “So you two would try to kill me?” queried the head that had been Pollard. “Why, I could direct you without a word to kill yourselves and you’d do so in an instant! What chance has your puny will and brain against mine?


  And what chance will all the force of men have against me when a glance from me will make them puppets of my will?”


  A DESPERATE inspiration flashed through my brain. “Pollard, wait!” I exclaimed. “You were going on with the process, with the rays! If you stop here you’ll not know what changes lie beyond your present form!”


  He seemed to consider. “That is true,” he admitted, “and though it seems impossible to me that by going on I can attain to greater intelligence than I now have, I want to find out for certain.”


  “Then you’ll go under the rays for another fifteen minutes?” I asked quickly.


  “I will,” he answered, “but lest you harbor any foolish ideas, you may know that even inside the chamber I will be able to read your thoughts and can kill both of you before you can make a move to harm me.”


  He stepped up into the chamber again, and as I reached for the switch, Dutton trembling beside me, we glimpsed for a moment the huge head before the down-smiting white force hid it from our sight.


  The minutes of this period seemed dragging even more slowly than before. It seemed hours before I reached at last to snap off the lays. We gazed into the chamber, shaking.


  At first glance the great head inside seemed unchanged, but then we saw that it had changed, and greatly.


  Instead of being a skin-covered head with at least rudimentary arms and legs, it was now a great gray head-like shape of even greater size, supported by two gray muscular tentacles. The surface of this gray head-thing was wrinkled and folded, and its only features were two eyes as small as our own.


  “Oh my God!” quaked Dutton. “He’s changing from a head into a brain—he’s losing all human appearance!”


  Into our minds came a thought from the gray head-thing before us, a thought as clear as though spoken. “You have guessed it, for even my former head-body is disappearing, all atrophying except the brain. I am become a walking, seeing brain. As I am so all of your race will be in two hundred million years, gradually losing more and more of their atrophied bodies and developing more and more their great brains.”


  His eyes seemed to read us. “You need not fear now the things I threatened in my last stage of development. My mind, grown infinitely greater, would no more now want to rule you men and your little planet than you would want to rule an anthill and its inhabitants!


  My mind, gone fifty million years further ahead in development, can soar out now to vistas of power and knowledge unimagined by me in that last stage, and unimaginable to you.”


  “Great God, Pollard!” I cried. “What have you become?”


  “Pollard?” Dutton was laughing hysterically. “You call that thing Pollard? Why, we had dinner with Pollard three hours ago—he was a human being, and not a thing like this!”


  “I have become what all men will become in time,” the thing’s thought answered me. “I have gone this far along the road of man’s future evolution, and am going on to the end of that road, am going to attain the development that the last mutation possible will give me!”


  “Turn on the rays,” his thought continued. “I think that I must be approaching now the last possible mutation.”


  I snapped over the switch again and the white shaft of the concentrated rays veiled from us the great gray shape.


  I felt my own mind giving beneath the strain of horror of the last hour, and Dutton was still half-hysterical.


  The humming and crackling of the great apparatus seemed thunderous to my ears as the minutes passed. With every nerve keyed to highest tension, I threw open the switch at last. The rays ceased, and the figure in the chamber was again revealed.


  Dutton began to laugh shrilly, and then abruptly was sobbing. I do not know whether I was doing the same, though I have a dim memory of mouthing incoherent things as my eyes took in the shape in the chamber.


  It was a great brain! A gray limp mass four feet across, it lay in the chamber, its surface ridged and wrinkled by innumerable fine convolutions. It had no features or limbs of any kind in its gray mass. It was simply a huge brain whose only visible sign of life was its slow twitching movement.


  From it thoughts beat strongly into our own horror-weighted brains.


  “You see me now, a great brain only, just as all men will be far in the future. Yes, you might have known, I might have known, when I was like you, that this would be the course of human evolution, that the brain that alone gives man dominance would develop and the body that hampers that brain would atrophy until he would have developed into pure brain as I now am!


  “I have no features, no senses that I could describe to you, yet can realize the universe infinitely better than you can with your elementary senses. I am aware of planes of existence you cannot imagine. I can feed myself with pure energy without the need of a cumbersome body, to transform it, and I can move and act, despite my lack of limbs, by means and with a speed and power utterly beyond your comprehension.


  “If you still have fear of the threats I made two stages back against your world and race, banish them! I am pure intelligence now and as such, though I can no more feel the emotions of love or friendship; neither can I feel those of ambition or pride. The only emotion, if such it is, that remains to me still are intellectual curiosity, and this desire for truth that has burned in man since his ape hood will thus be the last of all desires to leave him!”


  The Last Mutation


  “A BRAIN—a great brain!” Dutton was saying dazedly. “Here in Pollard’s laboratory—but where’s Pollard? He was here, too . . .”


  “Then all men will some day be as you are now?” I cried.


  “Yes,” came the answering thought, “in two hundred and fifty million years man as you know him and as you are will be no more, and after passing all the stages through which I have passed through tonight, the human race will have developed into great brains inhabiting not only your solar system, no doubt, but the systems of other stars!”


  “And that’s the end of man’s evolutionary road? That is the highest point that he will reach?”


  “No, I think he will change still from those great brains into still a higher form,” the brain answered—the brain that three hours before had been Pollard!—“and I am going to find out now what that higher form will be. For I think this will be the last mutation of all and that with it I will reach the end of man’s evolutionary path, the last and highest form into which he can develop!


  “You will turn on the rays now,” the brain’s order continued, “and in fifteen minutes we will know what that last and highest form is.”


  My hand was on the switch but Dutton had staggered to me, was clutching my arm. “Don’t, Arthur!” he was exclaiming thickly. “We’ve seen horrors enough—let’s not see the last—get out of here . . .”


  “I can’t!” I cried. “Oh God, I want to stop but I can’t now—I want to see the end myself—I’ve got to see . . .”


  “Turn on the rays!” came the brain’s thought-order again.


  “The end of the road—the last mutation,” I panted. “We’ve got to see—to see—” I drove the switch home.


  The rays flashed down again to hide the great gray brain in the cube. Dutton’s eyes were staring fixedly, he was clinging to me.


  The minutes passed! Each tick of the watch in my hand was the mighty note of a great tolling bell in my ears.


  An inability to move seemed gripping me. The hand of my watch was approaching the minute for which I waited, yet I could not raise my hand toward the switch!


  Then as the hand reached the appointed minute I broke from my immobility and in a sheer frenzy of sudden strength pulled open the switch, rushed forward with Dutton to the cube’s very edge!


  The great gray brain that had been inside it was gone. There lay on the cube’s floor instead of it a quite shapeless mass of clear, jelly-like matter. It was quite motionless save for a slight quivering. My shaking hand went forth to touch it, and then it was that I screamed, such a scream as all the tortures of hell’s crudest fiends could not have wrung from a human throat.


  The mass inside the cube was a mass of simple protoplasm! This then was the end of man’s evolution-road, the highest form to which time would bring him, the last mutation of all! The road of man’s evolution was a circular one, returning to its beginning!


  From the earth’s bosom had risen the first crude organisms. Then sea-creature and land-creature and mammal and ape to man; and from man it would rise in the future through all the forms we had seen that night. There would be super-men, bodiless heads, pure brains; only to be changed by the last mutation of all into the protoplasm from which first it had sprung!


  I do not know now exactly what followed. I know that I rushed upon that quivering, quiescent mass, calling Pollard’s name madly and shouting things I am glad I cannot remember. I know that Dutton was shouting too, with insane laughter, and that as he struck with lunatic howls and fury about the laboratory the crash of breaking glass and the hiss of escaping gases was in my ears. And then from those mingling acids bright flames were leaping and spreading sudden fires that alone, I think now, saved my own sanity.


  For I can remember dragging the insanely laughing Dutton from the room, from the house, into the cool darkness of the night.


  I remember the chill of dew-wet grass against my hands and face as the flames from Pollard’s house soared higher. And I remember that as I saw Dutton’s crazy laughter by that crimson light, I knew that he would laugh thus until he died.


  * * *


  So ends my narrative of the end that came to Pollard and Pollard’s house. It is, as I said in the beginning, a narrative that I only can tell now, for Dutton has never spoken a sane word since. In the institution where he now is, they think his condition the result of shock from the fire, just as Pollard was believed to have perished in that fire. I have never until now told the truth.


  But I am telling it now, hoping that it will in some way lessen the horror it has left with me. For there could be no horror greater than that we saw in Pollard’s house that night. I have brooded upon it. With my mind’s eye I have followed that tremendous cycle of change, that purposeless, eon-long climb of life up from simple protoplasm through myriads of forms and lives of ceaseless pain and struggle, only to end in simple protoplasm again.


  Will that cycle of evolutionary change be repeated over and over again upon this and other worlds, ceaselessly, purposelessly, until there is no more universe for it to go on in? Is this colossal cycle of life’s changes as inevitable and necessary as the cycle that in space makes of the nebulae myriad suns, and of the suns dark-stars, and of the dark-stars colliding with one another nebulae again?


  Or is this evolutionary cycle we saw a cycle in appearance only, is there some change that we cannot understand, above and beyond it? I do not know which of these possibilities is truth, but I do know that the first of them haunts me. It would haunt the world if the world believed my story. Perhaps I should be thankful as I write to know that I will not be believed.


  THE SARGASSO OF SPACE


  Astounding Stories, September 1931


  HELPLESS, DOOMED, INTO the graveyard of space floats the wrecked freighter Pallas.


  Captain Crain faced his crew calmly. “We may as well face the facts, men,” he said. “The ship’s fuel-tanks are empty and we are drifting through space toward the dead-area.”


  The twenty-odd officers and men gathered on the middle-deck of the freighter Pallas made no answer, and Crain continued:


  “We left Jupiter with full tanks, more than enough fuel to take us to Neptune. But the leaks in the starboard tanks lost us half our supply, and we had used the other half before discovering that. Since the ship’s rocket-tubes cannot operate without fuel, we are simply drifting. We would drift on to Neptune if the attraction of Uranus were not pulling us to the right. That attraction alters our course so that in three ship-days we shall drift into the dead-area.”


  Rance Kent, first-officer of the Pallas, asked a question: “Couldn’t we, raise Neptune with the radio, sir, and have them send out a fuel-ship in time to reach us?”


  “It’s impossible, Mr. Kent,” Crain answered. “Our main radio is dead without fuel to run its dynamotors, and our auxiliary set hasn’t the power to reach Neptune.”


  “Why not abandon ship in the space-suits,” asked Liggett, the second-officer, “and trust to the chance of some ship picking us up?”


  The captain shook his head. “It would be quite useless, for we’d simply drift on through space with the ship into the dead-area.”


  The score of members of the crew, bronzed space-sailors out of every port in the solar system, had listened mutely. Now, one of them, a tall tube-man, stepped forward a little.


  “Just what is this dead-area, sir?” he asked. “I’ve heard of it, but as this is my first outer-planet voyage, I know nothing about it.”


  “I’ll admit I know little more,” said Liggett, “save that a good many disabled ships have drifted into it and have never come out.”


  * * * *


  “The dead area,” Crain told them, “is a region of space ninety thousand miles across within Neptune’s orbit, in which the ordinary gravitational attractions of the solar system are dead. This is because in that region the pulls of the sun and the outer planets exactly balance each other. Because of that, anything in the dead-area, will stay in there until time ends, unless it has power of its own. Many wrecked space-ships have drifted into it at one time or another, none ever emerging; and it’s believed that there is a great mass of wrecks somewhere in the area, drawn and held together by mutual attraction.”


  “And we’re drifting in to join them,” Kent said. “Some prospect!”


  “Then there’s really no chance for us?” asked Liggett keenly.


  Captain Crain thought. “As I see it, very little,” he admitted. “If our auxiliary radio can reach some nearby ship before the Pallas enters the dead-area, we’ll have a chance. But it seems a remote one.”


  He addressed himself to the men: “I have laid the situation frankly before you because I consider you entitled to the truth. You must remember, however, that while there is life there is hope.


  “There will be no change in ship routine, and the customary watches will be kept. Half-rations of food and water will be the rule from now on, though. That is all.”


  As the men moved silently off, the captain looked after them with something of pride.


  “They’re taking it like men,” he told Kent and Liggett. “It’s a pity there’s no way out for them and us.”


  “If the Pallas does enter the dead-area and join the wreck-pack,” Liggett said, “how long will we be able to live?”


  “Probably for some months on our present condensed air and food supplies,” Crain answered. “I would prefer, myself, a quicker end.”


  “So would I,” said Kent. “Well, there’s nothing left but to pray for some kind of ship to cross our path in the next day or two.”


  * * * *


  Kent’s prayers were not answered in the next ship-day, nor in the next. For, though one of the Pallas’ radio-operators was constantly at the instruments under Captain Crain’s orders, the weak calls of the auxiliary set raised no response.


  Had they been on the Venus or Mars run, Kent told himself, there would be some chance, but out here in the vast spaces, between the outer planets, ships were fewer and farther between. The big, cigar-shaped freighter drifted helplessly on in a broad curve toward the dreaded area, the green light-speck of Neptune swinging to their left.


  On the third ship-day Kent and Captain Crain stood in the pilot-house behind Liggett, who sat at the now useless rocket-tube controls. Their eyes were on the big glass screen of the gravograph. The black dot on it that represented their ship was crawling steadily toward the bright red circle that stood for the dead-area . . .


  They watched silently until the dot had crawled over the circle’s red line, heading toward its center.


  “Well, we’re in at last,” Kent commented. “There seems to be no change in anything, either.”


  Crain pointed to the instrument-panel. “Look at the gravitometers.”


  Kent did. “All dead! No gravitational pull from any direction—no, that one shows a slight attraction from ahead!”


  “Then gravitational attraction of some sort does exist in the dead-area after all!” Liggett exclaimed.


  “You don’t understand,” said Crain. “That attraction from ahead is the pull of the wreck-pack at the dead-area’s center.”


  “And it’s pulling the Pallas toward it?” Kent exclaimed.


  Crain nodded. “We’ll probably reach the wreck-pack in two more ship-days.”


  * * * *


  The next two ship-days seemed to Kent drawn out endlessly. A moody silence had grown upon the officers and men of the ship. All seemed oppressed by the strange forces of fate that had seized the ship and were carrying it, smoothly and soundlessly, into this region of irrevocable doom.


  The radio-operators’ vain calls had ceased. The Pallas drifted on into the dreaded area like some dumb ship laden with damned souls. It drifted on, Kent told himself, as many a wrecked and disabled ship had done before it, with the ordinary activities and life of the solar system forever behind it, and mystery and death ahead.


  It was toward the end of the second of those two ship-days that Liggett’s voice came down from the pilot-house:


  “Wreck-pack in sight ahead!”


  “We’ve arrived, anyway!” Kent cried, as he and Crain hastened up into the pilot house. The crew was running to the deck-windows.


  “Right ahead there, about fifteen degrees left,” Liggett told Kent and Crain, pointing. “Do you see it?”


  Kent stared; nodded. The wreck-pack was a distant, disk-like mass against the star-flecked heavens, a mass that glinted here and there in the feeble sunlight of space. It did not seem large, but, as they drifted steadily closer in the next hours, they saw that in reality the wreck-pack was tremendous, measuring at least fifty miles across.


  Its huge mass was a heterogeneous heap, composed mostly of countless cigar-like space-ships in all stages of wreckage. Some appeared smashed almost out of all recognizable shape, while others were, to all appearances unharmed. They floated together in this dense mass in space, crowded against one another by their mutual attraction.


  There seemed to be among them every type of ship known in the solar system, from small, swift mail-boats to big freighters. And, as they drifted nearer, the three in the pilot-house could see that around and between the ships of the wreck-pack floated much other matter—fragments of wreckage, meteors, small and large, and space-debris of every sort.


  The Pallas was drifting, not straight toward the wreck-pack, but in a course that promised to take the ship past it.


  “We’re not heading into the wreck-pack!” Liggett exclaimed. “Maybe we’ll drift past it, and on out the dead-area’s other side!”


  * * * *


  Captain Crain smiled mirthlessly. “You’re forgetting your space-mechanics, Liggett. We will drift along the wreck-pack’s edge, and then will curve in and go round it in a closing spiral until we reach its edge.”


  “Lord, who’d have thought there were so many wrecks here!” Kent marvelled. “There must be thousands of them!”


  “They’ve been collecting here ever since the first interplanetary rocket-ships went forth,” Crain reminded him. “Not only meteor-wrecked ships, but ships whose mechanisms went wrong—or that ran out of fuel like ours—or that were captured and sacked, and then set adrift by space-pirates.”


  The Pallas by then was drifting along the wreck-pack’s rim at a half-mile distance, and Kent’s eyes were running over the mass.


  “Some of those ships look entirely undamaged. Why couldn’t we find one that has fuel in its tanks, transfer it to our own tanks, and get away?” he asked.


  Crain’s eyes lit. “Kent, that’s a real chance! There must be some ships in that pack with fuel in them, and we can use the space-suits to explore for them!”


  “Look, we’re beginning to curve in around the pack now!” Liggett exclaimed.


  The Pallas, as though loath to pass the wreck-pack, was curving inward to follow its rim. In the next hours it continued to sail slowly around the great pack, approaching closer and closer to its edge.


  In those hours Kent and Crain and all in the ship watched with a fascinated interest that even knowledge of their own peril could not kill. They could see swift-lined passenger-ships of the Pluto and Neptune runs shouldering against small space-yachts with the insignia of Mars or Venus on their bows. Wrecked freighters from Saturn or Earth floated beside rotund grain-boats from Jupiter.


  The debris among the pack’s wrecks was just as varied, holding fragments of metal, dark meteors of differing size—and many human bodies. Among these were some clad in the insulated space-suits, with their transparent glassite helmets. Kent wondered what wreck they had abandoned hastily in those suits, only to be swept with it into the dead-area, to die in their suits.


  By the end of that ship-day, the Pallas, having floated almost completely around the wreck-pack, finally struck the wrecks at its edge with a jarring shock; then bobbed for a while and lay still. From pilot-house and deck windows the men looked eagerly forth.


  * * * *


  Their ship floated at the wreck-pack’s edge. Directly to its right floated a sleek, shining Uranus-Jupiter passenger-ship whose bows had been smashed in by a meteor. On their left bobbed an unmarked freighter of the old type with projecting rocket-tubes, apparently intact. Beyond them in the wreck-pack lay another Uranus craft, a freighter, and, beyond it, stretched the countless other wrecks.


  Captain Crain summoned the crew together again on the middle-deck.


  “Men, we’ve reached the wreck-pack at the dead-area’s center, and here we’ll stay until the end of time unless we get out under our own power. Mr. Kent has suggested a possible way of doing so, which I consider highly feasible.


  “He has suggested that in some of the ships in the wreck-pack may be found enough fuel to enable us to escape from the dead-area, once it is transferred to this ship. I am going to permit him to explore the wreck-pack with a party in space suits, and I am asking for volunteers for this service.”


  The entire crew stepped quickly forward. Crain smiled. “Twelve of you will be enough,” he told them. “The eight tube-men and four of the cargo-men will go, therefore, with Mr. Kent and Mr. Liggett as leaders. Mr. Kent, you may address the men if you wish.”


  “Get down to the lower airlock and into your space-suits at once, then,” Kent told them. “Mr. Liggett, will you supervise that?”


  As Liggett and the men trooped down to the airlock, Kent turned back toward his superior.


  “There’s a very real chance of your becoming lost in this huge wreck-pack, Kent,” Crain told him: “so be very careful to keep your bearings at all times. I know I can depend on you.”


  “I’ll do my best,” Kent was saying, when Liggett’s excited face reappeared suddenly at the stair.


  “There are men coming toward the Pallas along the wreck-pack’s edge!” he reported—“a half-dozen men in space-suits!”


  “You must be mistaken, Liggett!” exclaimed Crain. “They must be some of the bodies in space-suits we saw in the pack.”


  “No, they’re living men!” Liggett cried. “They’re coming straight toward us—come down and see!”


  * * * *


  Crain and Kent followed Liggett quickly down to the airlock room, where the men who had started donning their space-suits were now peering excitedly from the windows. Crain and Kent looked where Liggett pointed, along the wreck-pack’s edge to the ship’s right.


  Six floating shapes, men in space-suits, were approaching along the pack’s border. They floated smoothly through space, reaching the wrecked passenger-ship beside the Pallas. They braced their feet against its side and propelled themselves on through the void like swimmers under water, toward the Pallas.


  “They must be survivors from some wreck that drifted in here as we did!” Kent exclaimed. “Maybe they’ve lived here for months!”


  “It’s evident that they saw the Pallas drift into the pack, and have come to investigate,” Crain estimated. “Open the airlock for them, men, for they’ll want to come inside.”


  Two of the men spun the wheels that slid aside the airlock’s outer door. In a moment the half-dozen men outside had reached the ship’s side, and had pulled themselves down inside the airlock.


  When all were in, the outer door was closed, and air hissed in to fill the lock. The airlock’s inner door then slid open and the newcomers stepped into the ship’s interior, unscrewing their transparent helmets as they did so. For a few moments the visitors silently surveyed their new surroundings.


  Their leader was a swarthy individual with sardonic black eyes who, on noticing Crain’s captain-insignia, came toward him with outstretched hand. His followers seemed to be cargo-men or deck-men, looking hardly intelligent enough to Kent’s eyes to be tube-men.


  * * * *


  “Welcome to our city!” their leader exclaimed as he shook Crain’s hand. “We saw your ship drift in, but hardly expected to find anyone living in it.”


  “I’ll confess that we’re surprised ourselves to find any life here,” Crain told him. “You’re living on one of the wrecks?”


  The other nodded. “Yes, on the Martian Queen, a quarter-mile along the pack’s edge. It was a Saturn-Neptune passenger ship, and about a month ago we were at this cursed dead-area’s edge, when half our rocket-tubes exploded. Eighteen of us escaped the explosion, the ship’s walls still being tight; and we drifted into the pack here, and have been living here ever since.”


  “My name’s Krell,” he added, “and I was a tube-man on the ship. I and another of the tube-men, named Jandron, were the highest in rank left, all the officers and other tube-men having been killed, so we took charge and have been keeping order.”


  “What about your passengers?” Liggett asked.


  “All killed but one,” Krell answered. “When the tubes let go they smashed up the whole lower two decks.”


  Crain briefly explained to him the Pallas’ predicament. “Mr. Kent and Mr. Liggett were on the point of starting a search of the wreck-pack for fuel when you arrived,” he said, “With enough fuel we can get clear of the dead-area.”


  Krell’s eyes lit up. “That would mean a getaway for all of us! It surely ought to be possible!”


  “Do you know whether there are any ships in the pack with fuel in their tanks?” Kent asked. Krell shook his head.


  “We’ve searched through the wreck-pack a good bit, but never bothered about fuel, it being no good to us. But there ought to be some, at least: there’s enough wrecks in this cursed place to make it possible to find almost anything.


  “You’d better not start exploring, though,” he added, “without some of us along as guides, for I’m here to tell you that you can lose yourself in this wreck-pack without knowing it. If you wait until to-morrow, I’ll come over myself and go with you.”


  “I think that would be wise,” Crain said to Kent. “There is plenty of time.”


  “Time is the one thing there’s plenty of in this damned place,” Krell agreed. “We’ll be getting back to the Martian Queen now and give the good news to Jandron and the rest.”


  “Wouldn’t mind if Liggett and I came along, would you?” Kent asked. “I’d like to see how your ship’s fixed—that is, if it’s all right with you, sir,” he added to his superior.


  Crain nodded. “All right if you don’t stay long,” he said. But, to Kent’s surprise Krell seemed reluctant to endorse his proposal.


  “I guess it’ll be all right,” he said slowly, “though there’s nothing much on the Martian Queen to see.”


  * * * *


  Krell and his followers replaced their helmets and returned into the airlock. Liggett followed them, and, as Kent struggled hastily into a space-suit, he found Captain Crain at his side.


  “Kent, look sharp when you get over on that ship,” Crain told him. “I don’t like the look of this Krell, and his story about all the officers being killed in the explosion sounds fishy to me.”


  “To me, too,” Kent agreed. “But Liggett and I will have the suit-phones in our space-suits and can call you from there in case of need.”


  Crain nodded, and Kent with space-suit on and transparent helmet screwed tight, stepped into the airlock with the rest. The airlock’s inner door closed, the outer one opened, and as the air puffed out into space, Kent and Krell and Liggett leapt out into the void, the others following.


  It was no novelty to Kent to float in a space-suit in the empty void. He and the others now floated as smoothly as though under water toward a wrecked liner at the Pallas’ right. They reached it, pulled themselves around it, and, with feet braced against its side, propelled themselves on through space along the border of the wreck-pack.


  They passed a half-dozen wrecks thus, before coming to the Martian Queen. It was a silvery, glistening ship whose stern and lower walls were bulging and strained, but not cracked. Kent told himself that Krell had spoken truth about the exploding rocket-tubes, at least.


  They struck the Martian Queen’s side and entered the upper-airlock open for them. Once through the airlock they found themselves on the ship’s upper-deck. And when Kent and Liggett removed their helmets with the others they found a full dozen men confronting them, a brutal-faced group who exhibited some surprise at sight of them.


  * * * *


  Foremost among them stood a tall, heavy individual who regarded Kent and Liggett with the cold, suspicious eyes of an animal.


  “My comrade and fellow-ruler here, Wald Jandron,” said Krell. To Jandron he explained rapidly. “The whole crew of the Pallas is alive, and they say if they can find fuel in the wreck-pack their ship can get out of here.”


  “Good,” grunted Jandron. “The sooner they can do it, the better it will be for us.”


  Kent saw Liggett flush angrily, but he ignored Jandron and spoke to Krell. “You said one of your passengers had escaped the explosion?”


  To Kent’s amazement a girl stepped from behind the group of men, a slim girl with pale face and steady, dark eyes. “I’m the passenger,” she told him. “My name’s Marta Mallen.”


  Kent and Liggett stared, astounded. “Good Lord!” Kent exclaimed. “A girl like you on this ship!”


  “Miss Mallen happened to be on the upper-deck at the time of the explosion and, so, escaped when the other passengers were killed,” Krell explained smoothly. “Isn’t that so, Miss Mallen?”


  The girl’s eyes had not left Kent’s, but at Krell’s words she nodded. “Yes, that is so,” she said mechanically.


  Kent collected his whirling thoughts. “But wouldn’t you rather go back to the Pallas with us?” he asked. “I’m sure you’d be more comfortable there.”


  “She doesn’t go,” grunted Jandron. Kent turned in quick wrath toward him, but Krell intervened.


  “Jandron only means that Miss Mallen is much more comfortable on this passenger-ship than she’d be in your freighter.” He shot a glance at the girl as he spoke, and Kent saw her wince.


  “I’m afraid that’s so,” she said; “but I thank you for the offer, Mr. Kent.”


  Kent could have sworn that there was an appeal in her eyes, and he stood for a moment, indecisive, Jandron’s stare upon him. After a moment’s thought he turned to Krell.


  “You were going to show me the damage the exploding tubes did,” he said, and Krell nodded quickly.


  “Of course; you can see from the head of the stair back in the after-deck.”


  He led the way along a corridor, Jandron and the girl and two of the men coming with them. Kent’s thoughts were still chaotic as he walked between Krell and Liggett. What was this girl doing amid the men of the Martian Queen? What had her eyes tried to tell him?


  Liggett nudged his side in the dim corridor, and Kent, looking down, saw dark splotches on its metal floor. Blood-stains! His suspicions strengthened. They might be from the bleeding of those wounded in the tube-explosions. But were they?


  * * * *


  They reached the after-deck whose stair’s head gave a view of the wrecked tube-rooms beneath. The lower decks had been smashed by terrific forces. Kent’s practiced eyes ran rapidly over the shattered rocket-tubes.


  “They’ve back-blasted from being fired too fast,” he said. “Who was controlling the ship when this happened?”


  “Galling, our second-officer,” answered Krell. “He had found us routed too close to the dead-area’s edge and was trying to get away from it in a hurry, when he used the tubes too fast, and half of them back-blasted.”


  “If Galling was at the controls in the pilot-house, how did the explosion kill him?” asked Liggett skeptically. Krell turned quickly.


  “The shock threw him against the pilot-house wall and fractured his skull—he died in an hour,” he said. Liggett was silent.


  “Well, this ship will never move again,” Kent said. “It’s too bad that the explosion blew out your tanks, but we ought to find fuel somewhere in the wreck-pack for the Pallas. And now we’d best get back.”


  As they returned up the dim corridor Kent managed to walk beside Marta Mallen, and, without being seen, he contrived to detach his suit-phone—the compact little radiophone case inside his space-suit’s neck—and slip it into the girl’s grasp. He dared utter no word of explanation, but apparently she understood, for she had concealed the suit-phone by the time they reached the upper-deck.


  Kent and Liggett prepared to don their space-helmets, and before entering the airlock, Kent turned to Krell.


  “We’ll expect you at the Pallas first hour to-morrow, and we’ll start searching the wreck-pack with a dozen of our men,” he said.


  He then extended his hand to the girl. “Good-by, Miss Mallen. I hope we can have a talk soon.”


  He had said the words with double meaning, and saw understanding in her eyes. “I hope we can, too,” she said.


  Kent’s nod to Jandron went unanswered, and he and Liggett adjusted their helmets and entered the airlock.


  Once out of it, they kicked rapidly away from the Martian Queen, floating along with the wreck-pack’s huge mass to their right, and only the star-flecked emptiness of infinity to their left. In a few minutes they reached the airlock of the Pallas.


  * * * *


  They found Captain Crain awaiting them anxiously. Briefly Kent reported everything.


  “I’m certain there has been foul play aboard the Martian Queen,” he said. “Krell you saw for yourself, Jandron is pure brute, and their men seem capable of anything.


  “I gave the suit-phone to the girl, however, and if she can call us with it, we can get the truth from her. She dared not tell me anything there in the presence of Krell and Jandron.”


  Crain nodded, his face grave. “We’ll see whether or not she calls,” he said.


  Kent took a suit-phone from one of their space-suits and rapidly, tuned it to match the one he had left with Marta Mallen. Almost at once they heard her voice from it, and Kent answered rapidly.


  “I’m so glad I got you!” she exclaimed. “Mr. Kent, I dared not tell you the truth about this ship when you were here, or Krell and the rest would have killed you at once.”


  “I thought that was it, and that’s why I left the suit-phone for you,” Kent said. “Just what is the truth?”


  “Krell and Jandron and these men of theirs are the ones who killed the officers and passengers of the Martian Queen! What they told you about the explosion was true enough, for the explosion did happen that way, and because of it, the ship drifted into the dead-area. But the only ones killed by it were some of the tube-men and three passengers.


  “Then, while the ship was drifting into the dead-area, Krell told the men that the fewer aboard, the longer they could live on the ship’s food and air. Krell and Jandron led the men in a surprise attack and killed all the officers and passengers, and threw their bodies out into space. I was the only passenger they spared, because both Krell and Jandron—want me!”


  * * * *


  There was a silence, and Kent felt a red anger rising in him. “Have they dared harm you?” he asked after a moment.


  “No, for Krell and Jandron are too jealous of each other to permit the other to touch me. But it’s been terrible living with them in this awful place.”


  “Ask her if she knows what their plans are in regard to us,” Crain told Kent.


  Marta had apparently overheard the question. “I don’t know that, for they shut me in my cabin as soon as you left,” she said. “I’ve heard them talking and arguing excitedly, though. I know that if you do find fuel, they’ll try to kill you all and escape from here in your ship.”


  “Pleasant prospect,” Kent commented. “Do you think they plan an attack on us now?”


  “No; I think that they’ll wait until you’ve refueled your ship, if you are able to do that, and then try treachery.”


  “Well, they’ll find us ready. Miss Mallen, you have the suit-phone: keep it hidden in your cabin and I’ll call you first thing to-morrow. We’re going to get you out of there, but we don’t want to break with Krell until we’re ready. Will you be all right until then?”


  “Of course I will,” she answered. “There’s another thing, though. My name isn’t Miss Mallen—it’s Marta.”


  “Mine’s Rance,” said Kent, smiling. “Good-by until to-morrow, then, Marta.”


  “Good-by, Rance.”


  Kent rose from the instrument with the smile still in his eyes, but with his lips compressed. “Damn it, there’s the bravest and finest girl in the solar system!” he exclaimed. “Over there with those brutes!”


  “We’ll have her out, never fear,” Crain reassured him. “The main thing is to determine our course toward Krell and Jandron.”


  Kent thought. “As I see it, Krell can help us immeasurably in our search through the wreck-pack for fuel,” he said. “I think it would be best to keep on good terms with him until we’ve found fuel and have it in our tanks. Then we can turn the tables on them before they can do anything.”


  Crain nodded thoughtfully. “I think you’re right. Then you and Liggett and Krell can head our search-party to-morrow.”


  Crain established watches on a new schedule, and Kent and Liggett and the dozen men chosen for the exploring party of the next day ate a scanty meal and turned in for some sleep.


  * * * *


  When Kent woke and glimpsed the massed wrecks through the window he was for the moment amazed, but rapidly remembered. He and Liggett were finishing their morning ration when Crain pointed to a window.


  “There comes Krell now,” he said, indicating the single space-suited figure approaching along the wreck-pack’s edge.


  “I’ll call Marta before he gets here,” said Kent hastily.


  The girl answered on the suit-phone immediately, and it occurred to Kent that she must have spent the night without sleeping. “Krell left a few minutes ago,” she said.


  “Yes, he’s coming now. You heard nothing of their plans?”


  “No; they’ve kept me shut in my cabin. However, I did hear Krell giving Jandron and the rest directions. I’m sure they’re plotting something.”


  “We’re prepared for them,” Kent assured her. “If all goes well, before you realize it, you’ll be sailing out of here with us in the Pallas.”


  “I hope so,” she said. “Rance, be careful with Krell in the wreck-pack. He’s dangerous.”


  “I’ll be watching him,” he promised. “Good-by, Marta.”


  Kent reached the lower-deck just as Krell entered from the airlock, his swarthy face smiling as he removed his helmet. He carried a pointed steel bar. Liggett and the others were donning their suits.


  “All ready to go, Kent?” Krell asked.


  Kent nodded. “All ready,” he said shortly. Since hearing Marta’s story he found it hard to dissimulate with Krell.


  “You’ll want bars like mine,” Krell continued, “for they’re damned handy when you get jammed between wreckage masses. Exploring this wreck-pack is no soft job: I can tell you from experience.”


  Liggett and the rest had their suits adjusted, and with bars in their grasp, followed Krell into the airlock. Kent hung back for a last word with Crain, who, with his half-dozen remaining men, was watching.


  “Marta just told me that Krell and Jandron have been plotting something,” he told the captain; “so I’d keep a close watch outside.”


  “Don’t worry, Kent. We’ll let no one inside the Pallas until you and Liggett and the men get back.”


  * * * *


  In a few minutes they were out of the ship, with Krell and Kent and Liggett leading, and the twelve members of the Pallas’ crew following closely.


  The three leaders climbed up on the Uranus-Jupiter passenger-ship that lay beside the Pallas, the others moving on and exploring the neighboring wrecks in parties of two and three. From the top of the passenger-ship, when they gained it, Kent and his two companions could look far out over the wreck-pack. It was an extraordinary spectacle, this stupendous mass of dead ships floating motionless in the depths of space, with the burning stars above and below them.


  His companions and the other men clambering over the neighboring wrecks seemed weird figures in their bulky suits and transparent helmets. Kent looked back at the Pallas, and then along the wreck-pack’s edge to where he could glimpse the silvery side of the Martian Queen. But now Krell and Liggett were descending into the ship’s interior through the great opening smashed in its bows, and Kent followed.


  They found themselves in the liner’s upper navigation-rooms. Officers and men lay about, frozen to death at the instant the meteor-struck vessel’s air had rushed out, and the cold of space had entered. Krell led the way on, down into the ship’s lower decks, where they found the bodies of the crew and passengers lying in the same silent death.


  The salons held beautifully-dressed women, distinguished-looking men, lying about as the meteor’s shock had hurled them. One group lay around a card-table, their game interrupted. A woman still held a small child, both seemingly asleep. Kent tried to shake off the oppression he felt as he and Krell and Liggett continued down to the tank-rooms.


  They found their quest there useless, for the tanks had been strained by the meteor’s shock, and were empty. Kent felt Liggett grasp his hand and heard him speak, the sound-vibrations coming through their contacting suits.


  “Nothing here; and we’ll find it much the same through all these wrecks, if I’m not wrong. Tanks always give at a shock.”


  “There must be some ships with fuel still in them among all these,” Kent answered.


  * * * *


  They climbed back, up to the ship’s top, and leapt off it toward a Jupiter freighter lying a little farther inside the pack. As they floated toward it, Kent saw their men moving on with them from ship to ship, progressing inward into the pack. Both Kent and Liggett kept Krell always ahead of them, knowing that a blow from his bar, shattering their glassite helmets, meant instant death. But Krell seemed quite intent on the search for fuel.


  The big Jupiter freighter seemed intact from above, but, when they penetrated into it, they found its whole under-side blown away, apparently by an explosion of its tanks. They moved on to the next ship, a private space-yacht, small in size, but luxurious in fittings. It had been abandoned in space, its rocket-tubes burst and tanks strained.


  They went on, working deeper into the wreck-pack. Kent almost forgot the paramount importance of their search in the fascination of it. They explored almost every known type of ship—freighters, liners, cold-storage boats, and grain-boats. Once Kent’s hopes ran high at sight of a fuel-ship, but it proved to be in ballast, its cargo-tanks empty and its own tanks and tubes apparently blown simultaneously.


  Kent’s muscles ached from the arduous work of climbing over and exploring the wrecks. He and Liggett had become accustomed to the sight of frozen, motionless bodies.


  As they worked deeper into the pack, they noticed that the ships were of increasingly older types, and at last Krell signalled a halt. “We’re almost a mile in,” he told them, gripping their hands. “We’d better work back out, taking a different section of the pack as we do.”


  Kent nodded. “It may change our luck,” he said.


  It did; for when they had gone not more than a half-mile back, they glimpsed one of their men waving excitedly from the top of a Pluto liner.


  They hastened at once toward him, the other men gathering also; and when Kent grasped the man’s hand he heard his excited voice.


  “Fuel-tanks here are more than half-full, sir!”


  * * * *


  They descended quickly into the liner, finding that though its whole stern had been sheared away by a meteor, its tanks had remained miraculously unstrained.


  “Enough fuel here to take the Pallas to Neptune!” Kent exclaimed.


  “How will you get it over to your ship?” Krell asked. Kent pointed to great reels of flexible metal tubing hanging near the tanks.


  “We’ll pump it over. The Pallas has tubing like this ship’s, for taking on fuel in space, and, by joining its tubing to this, we’ll have a tube-line between the two ships. It’s hardly more than a quarter-mile.”


  “Let’s get back and let them know about it,” Liggett urged, and they climbed back out of the liner.


  They worked their way out of the wreck-pack with much greater speed than that with which they had entered, needing only an occasional brace against a ship’s side to send them floating over the wrecks. They came to the wreck-pack’s edge at a little distance from the Pallas, and hastened toward it.


  They found the outer door of the Pallas’ airlock open, and entered, Krell remaining with them. As the outer door closed and air hissed into the lock, Kent and the rest removed their helmets. The inner door slid open as they were doing this, and from inside almost a score of men leapt upon them!


  Kent, stunned for a moment, saw Jandron among their attackers, bellowing orders to them, and even as he struck out furiously he comprehended. Jandron and the men of the Martian Queen had somehow captured the Pallas from Crain and had been awaiting their return!


  * * * *


  The struggle was almost instantly over, for, outnumbered and hampered as they were by their heavy space-suits, Kent and Liggett and their followers had no chance. Their hands, still in the suits, were bound quickly behind them at Jandron’s orders.


  Kent heard an exclamation, and saw Marta starting toward him from behind Jandron’s men. But a sweep of Jandron’s arm brushed her rudely back. Kent strained madly at his bonds. Krell’s face had a triumphant look.


  “Did it all work as I told you it would, Jandron?” he asked.


  “It worked,” Jandron answered impassively. “When they saw fifteen of us coming from the wreck-pack in space-suits, they opened right up to us.”


  Kent understood, and cursed Krell’s cunning. Crain, seeing the fifteen figures approaching from the wreck-pack, had naturally thought they were Kent’s party, and had let them enter to overwhelm his half-dozen men.


  “We put Crain and his men over in the Martian Queen,” Jandron continued, “and took all their helmets so they can’t escape. The girl we brought over here. Did you find a wreck with fuel?”


  Krell nodded. “A Pluto liner a quarter-mile back, and we can pump the fuel over here by connecting tube-lines. What the devil—”


  Jandron had made a signal at which three of his men had leapt forward on Krell, securing his hands like those of the others.


  “Have you gone crazy, Jandron?” cried Krell, his face red with anger and surprise.


  “No,” Jandron replied impassively; “but the men are as tired as I am of your bossing ways, and have chosen me as their sole leader.”


  “You dirty double-crosser!” Krell raged. “Are you men going to let him get away with this?”


  The men paid no attention, and Jandron motioned to the airlock. “Take them over to the Martian Queen too,” he ordered, “and make sure there’s no space-helmet left there. Then get back at once, for we’ve got to get the fuel into this ship and make a getaway.”


  * * * *


  The helmets of Kent and Krell and the other helpless prisoners were put upon them, and, with hands still bound, they were herded into the airlock by eight of Jandron’s men attired in space-suits also. The prisoners were then joined one to another by a strand of metal cable.


  Kent, glancing back into the ship as the airlock’s inner door closed, saw Jandron giving rapid orders to his followers, and noticed Marta held back from the airlock by one of them. Krell’s eyes glittered venomously through his helmet. The outer door opened, and their guards jerked them forth into space by the connecting cable.


  They were towed helplessly along the wreck-pack’s rim toward the Martian Queen. Once inside its airlock, Jandron’s men removed the prisoners’ space-helmets and then used the duplicate-control inside the airlock itself to open the inner door. Through this opening they thrust the captives, those inside the ship not daring to enter the airlock. Jandron’s men then closed the inner door, re-opened the outer one, and started back toward the Pallas with the helmets of Kent and his companions.


  Kent and the others soon found Crain and his half-dozen men who rapidly undid their bonds. Crain’s men still wore their space-suits, but, like Kent’s companions, were without space-helmets.


  “Kent, I was afraid they’d get you and your men too!” Crain exclaimed. “It’s all my fault, for when I saw Jandron and his men coming from the wreck-pack I never doubted but that it was you.”


  “It’s no one’s fault,” Kent told him. “It’s just something that we couldn’t foresee.”


  * * * *


  Crain’s eyes fell on Krell. “But what’s he doing here?” he exclaimed. Kent briefly explained Jandron’s treachery toward Krell, and Crain’s brows drew ominously together.


  “So Jandron put you here with us! Krell, I am a commissioned captain of a space-ship, and as such can legally try you and sentence you to death here without further formalities.”


  Krell did not answer, but Kent intervened. “There’s hardly time for that now, sir,” he said. “I’m as anxious to settle with Krell as anyone, but right now our main enemy is Jandron, and Krell hates Jandron worse than we do, if I’m not mistaken.”


  “You’re not,” said Krell grimly. “All I want right now is to get within reach of Jandron.”


  “There’s small chance of any of us doing that,” Crain told them. “There’s not a single space-helmet on the Martian Queen.”


  “You’ve searched?” Liggett asked.


  “Every cubic inch of the ship,” Crain told him. “No, Jandron’s men made sure there were no helmets left here, and without helmets this ship is an inescapable prison.”


  “Damn it, there must be some way out!” Kent exclaimed. “Why, Jandron and his men must be starting to pump that fuel into the Pallas by now! They’ll be sailing off as soon as they do it!”


  Crain’s face was sad. “I’m afraid this is the end, Kent. Without helmets, the space between the Martian Queen and the Pallas is a greater barrier to us than a mile-thick wall of steel. In this ship we’ll stay, until the air and food give out, and death releases us.”


  “Damn it, I’m not thinking of myself!” Kent cried. “I’m thinking of Marta! The Pallas will sail out of here with her in Jandron’s power!”


  “The girl!” Liggett exclaimed. “If she could bring us over space-helmets from the Pallas we could get out of here!”


  Kent was thoughtful. “If we could talk to her—she must still have that suit-phone I gave her. Where’s another?”


  * * * *


  Crain quickly detached the compact suit-phone from inside the neck of his own space-suit, and Kent rapidly tuned it to the one he had given Marta Mallen. His heart leapt as her voice came instantly from it:


  “Rance! Rance Kent—”


  “Marta—this is Rance!” he cried.


  He heard a sob of relief. “I’ve been calling you for minutes! I was hoping that you’d remember to listen!


  “Jandron and ten of the others have gone to that wreck in which you found the fuel,” she added swiftly. “They unreeled a tube-line behind them as they went, and I can hear them pumping in the fuel now.”


  “Are the others guarding you?” Kent asked quickly.


  “They’re down in the lower deck at the tanks and airlocks. They won’t allow me down on that deck. I’m up here in the middle-deck, absolutely alone.


  “Jandron told me that we’d start out of here as soon as the fuel was in,” she added, “and he and the men were laughing about Krell.”


  “Marta, could you in any way get space-helmets and get out to bring them over here to us?” Kent asked eagerly.


  “There’s a lot of space-suits and helmets here,” she answered, “but I couldn’t get out with them, Rance! I couldn’t get to the airlocks with Jandron’s seven or eight men down there guarding them!”


  Kent felt despair; then as an idea suddenly flamed in him, he almost shouted into the instrument:


  “Marta, unless you can get over here with helmets for us, we’re all lost. I want you to put on a space-suit and helmet at once!”


  * * * *


  There was a short silence, and then her voice came, a little muffled. “I’ve got the suit and helmet on, Rance. I’m wearing the suit-phone inside it.”


  “Good! Now, can you get up to the pilot-house? There’s no one guarding it or the upper-deck? Hurry up there, then, at once.”


  Crain and the rest were staring at Kent. “Kent, what are you going to have her do?” Crain exclaimed. “It’ll do no good for her to start the Pallas: those guards will be up there in a minute!”


  “I’m not going to have her start the Pallas,” said Kent grimly. “Marta, you’re in the pilot-house? Do you see the heavy little steel door in the wall beside the instrument-panel?”


  “I’m at it, but it’s locked with a combination-lock,” she said.


  “The combination is 6-34-77-81,” Kent told her swiftly. “Open it as quickly as you can.”


  “Good God, Kent!” cried Crain. “You’re going to have her—?”


  “Get out of there the only way she can!” Kent finished fiercely. “You have the door open, Marta?”


  “Yes; there are six or seven control-wheels inside.”


  “Those wheels control the Pallas’ exhaust-valves,” Kent told her. “Each wheel opens the valves of one of the ship’s decks or compartments and allows its air to escape into space. They’re used for testing leaks in the different deck and compartment divisions. Marta, you must turn all those wheels as far as you can to the right.”


  “But all the ship’s air will rush out; the guards below have no suits on, and they’ll be—” she was exclaiming. Kent interrupted.


  “It’s the only chance for you, for all of us. Turn them!”


  There was a moment of silence, and Kent was going to repeat the order when her voice came, lower in tone, a little strange:


  “I understand, Rance. I’m going to turn them.”


  * * * *


  There was silence again, and Kent and the men grouped round him were tense. All were envisioning the same thing—the air rushing out of the Pallas’ valves, and the unsuspecting guards in its lower deck smitten suddenly by an instantaneous death.


  Then Marta’s voice, almost a sob: “I turned them, Rance. The air puffed out all around me.”


  “Your space-suit is working all right?”


  “Perfectly,” she said.


  “Then go down and tie together as many space-helmets as you can manage, get out of the airlock, and try to get over here to the Martian Queen with them. Do you think you can do that, Marta?”


  “I’m going to try,” she said steadily. “But I’ll have to pass those men in the lower-deck I just—killed. Don’t be anxious if I don’t talk for a little.”


  Yet her voice came again almost immediately. “Rance, the pumping has stopped! They must have pumped all the fuel into the Pallas!”


  “Then Jandron and the rest will be coming back to the Pallas at once!” Kent cried. “Hurry, Marta!”


  The suit-phone was silent; and Kent and the rest, their faces closely pressed against the deck-windows, peered intently along the wreck-pack’s edge. The Pallas was hidden from their view by the wrecks between, and there was no sign as yet of the girl.


  Kent felt his heart beating rapidly. Crain and Liggett pressed beside him, the men around them; Krell’s face was a mask as he too gazed. Kent was rapidly becoming convinced that some mischance had overtaken the girl when an exclamation came from Liggett. He pointed excitedly.


  * * * *


  She was in sight, unrecognizable in space-suit and helmet, floating along the wreck-pack’s edge toward them. A mass of the glassite space-helmets tied together was in her grasp. She climbed bravely over the stern of a projecting wreck and shot on toward the Martian Queen.


  The airlock’s door was open for her, and, when she was inside it, the outer door closed and air hissed into the lock. In a moment she was in among them, still clinging to the helmets. Kent grasped her swaying figure and removed her helmet.


  “Marta, you’re all right?” he cried. She nodded a little weakly.


  “I’m all right. It was just that I had to go over those guards that were all frozen . . . Terrible!”


  “Get these helmets on!” Crain was crying. “There’s a dozen of them, and twelve of us can stop Jandron’s men if we get back in time!”


  Kent and Liggett and the nearer of their men were swiftly donning the helmets. Krell grasped one and Crain sought to snatch it.


  “Let that go! We’ll not have you with us when we haven’t enough helmets for our own men!”


  “You’ll have me or kill me here!” Krell cried, his eyes hate-mad. “I’ve got my own account to settle with Jandron!”


  “Let him have it!” Liggett cried. “We’ve no time now to argue!”


  Kent reached toward the girl. “Marta, give one of the men your helmet,” he ordered; but she shook her head.


  “I’m going with you!” Before Kent could dispute she had the helmet on again, and Crain was pushing them into the airlock. The nine or ten left inside without helmets hastily thrust steel bars into the men’s hands before the inner door closed. The outer one opened and they leapt forth into space, floating smoothly along the wreck-pack’s border with bars in their grasp, thirteen strong.


  Kent found the slowness with which they floated forward torturing. He glimpsed Crain and Liggett ahead, Marta beside him, Krell floating behind him to the left. They reached the projecting freighters, climbed over and around them, braced against them and shot on. They sighted the Pallas ahead now. Suddenly they discerned another group of eleven figures in space-suits approaching it from the wreck-pack’s interior, rolling up the tube-line that led from the Pallas as they did so. Jandron’s party!


  * * * *


  Jandron and his men had seen them and were suddenly making greater efforts to reach the Pallas. Kent and his companions, propelling themselves frenziedly on from another wreck, reached the ship’s side at the same time as Jandron’s men. The two groups mixed and mingled, twisted and turned in a mad space-combat.


  Kent had been grasped by one of Jandron’s men and raised his bar to crack the other’s glassite helmet. His opponent caught the bar, and they struggled, twisting and turning over and over far up in space amid a half-score similar struggles. Kent wrenched his bar free at last from the other’s grasp and brought it down on his helmet. The glassite cracked, and he caught a glimpse of the man’s hate-distorted face frozen instantly in death.


  Kent released him and propelled himself toward a struggling trio nearby. As he floated toward them, he saw Jandron beyond them making wild gestures of command and saw Krell approaching Jandron with upraised bar. Kent, on reaching the three combatants, found them to be two of Jandron’s men overcoming Crain. He shattered one’s helmet as he reached them, but saw the other’s bar go up for a blow.


  Kent twisted frantically, uselessly, to escape it, but before the blow could descend a bar shattered his opponent’s helmet from behind. As the man froze in instant death Kent saw that it was Marta who had struck him from behind. He jerked her to his side. The struggles in space around them seemed to be ending.


  Six of Jandron’s party had been slain, and three of Kent’s companions. Jandron’s four other followers were giving up the combat, floating off into the wreck-pack in clumsy, hasty flight. Someone grasped Kent’s arm, and he turned to find it was Liggett.


  “They’re beaten!” Liggett’s voice came to him! “They’re all killed but those four!”


  “What about Jandron himself?” Kent cried. Liggett pointed to two space-suited bodies twisting together in space, with bars still in their lifeless grasp.


  Kent saw through their shattered helmets the stiffened faces of Jandron and Krell, their helmets having apparently been broken by each other’s simultaneous blows.


  Crain had gripped Kent’s arm also. “Kent, it’s over!” he was exclaiming. “Liggett and I will close the Pallas’ exhaust-valves and release new air in it. You take over helmets for the rest of our men in the Martian Queen.”


  * * * *


  In several minutes Kent was back with the men from the Martian Queen. The Pallas was ready, with Liggett in its pilot-house, the men taking their stations, and Crain and Marta awaiting Kent.


  “We’ve enough fuel to take us out of the dead-area and to Neptune without trouble!” Crain declared. “But what about those four of Jandron’s men that got away?”


  “The best we can do is leave them here,” Kent told him. “Best for them, too, for at Neptune they’d be executed, while they can live indefinitely in the wreck-pack.”


  “I’ve seen so many men killed on the Martian Queen and here,” pleaded Marta. “Please don’t take them to Neptune.”


  “All right, we’ll leave them,” Crain agreed, “though the scoundrels ought to meet justice.” He hastened up to the pilot-house after Liggett.


  In a moment came the familiar blast of the rocket-tubes, and the Pallas shot out cleanly from the wreck-pack’s edge. A scattered cheer came from the crew. With gathering speed the ship arrowed out, its rocket-tubes blasting now in steady succession.


  Kent, with his arm across Marta’s shoulders, watched the wreck-pack grow smaller behind. It lay as when he first had seen it, a strange great mass, floating forever motionless among the brilliant stars. He felt the girl beside him shiver, and swung her quickly around.


  “Let’s not look back or remember now, Marta!” he said. “Let’s look ahead.”


  She nestled closer inside his arm. “Yes, Rance. Let’s look ahead.”


  DEAD LEGS


  Strange Tales of Mystery and Terror, January 1932


  DALL WAS THE calmer of the two who were waiting in the room, that night in 1931. He sat in his wheelchair with eyes impenetrable and face mask-like, his hands motionless on the blanket that covered his lower limbs. Carson, the other man, was patently nervous, glancing quickly toward the room’s side door at the slightest sound.


  The room in which Dall and Carson waited was a curious one. It had two doors, one at the side and one at the rear, and there were no windows. It was cement-floored, lit by concealed electric lights, and held only a few chairs, a desk and a squat steel safe. There came only the faintest murmur of street noises into it; and sounds from above indicated that the room was in the basement of the house. Both men sat in silence.


  Dall might have been a sphinx of flesh placed in the wheelchair, so motionless was his attitude, but Carson’s nervousness was visibly increasing. He jumped as there came finally a double knock at the side door.


  Dall spoke briefly and a man entered who was younger than either of these two, and who had quick eyes and a panther-like build.


  “Well, Dead Legs, we got Roper all right!” he addressed Dall excitedly. “He was trying to get out of town. Knew damned well that since we cleaned up his mob he hadn’t a—”


  “Not so much talk, Quinn,” Dall interrupted crisply. “You’ve brought Roper here?”


  “He’s upstairs now—Burke and Spinetti guarding him,” Quinn answered. “We had our taxi planted as you said and when he took it to the station we nabbed him right oil without—”


  “All right, that’s enough!” Dall snapped. “Tell Burke and Spinetti to bring Roper down here.”


  Quinn departed, and when he returned a minute later three others were with him. Two hard-faced men were obviously the guards of the third, for their automatics were close against his back.


  This third man was stalwart with a bull-like face flushed now to deep crimson. His eyes, as he entered, fastened like twin flames of fury upon the man in the wheelchair. His hands had been securely bound, but, nevertheless, Quinn and the other two watched him closely.


  “So you got me, Dead Legs!” the prisoner said bitterly to Dall. “And you weren’t even satisfied to have them put me on the spot straight but had them drag me down here to your hole for you to gloat over, eh?”


  “I didn’t have you brought here for gloating purposes, Roper,” Dall answered evenly.


  Roper seemed not to have heard. “It wasn’t enough,” he went on, “that you and your damned mob took my end of town and all my rackets from me, that you bought some of my men and had the rest shot—you had to get me here last of all and crow to me about it!”


  “I’ve done no crowing yet,” Dall said. “And you had your warning six months ago, Roper.”


  “Warning!” Roper’s fury seemed to reach its climax. “A warning to give up the territory my gang had always had! A warning from a cripple, a man with dead legs, a man who’s never walked!”


  “And a warning that I’ve fulfilled to the letter!” Dall reminded him. “You know now that no one in this town can buck Dead Legs Dall.”


  “Then, damn it, why don’t you get it over with?” demanded the raging Roper. “Why don’t you give your guns the word?”


  Dall smiled levelly. Because you’re not going to be killed so soon, Roper. Before you die you’re going to do me a great service—the greatest in the world.”


  Roper’s laugh was ugly. “You’re dreaming, Dead Legs. I’d die in torture before I’d do anything for you, and you know it.”


  “But you’re going to do this for me whether you want to or not,” Dall said, still smiling coldly. “It’s a service for which I particularly chose you, Roper.”


  He leaned back in his wheelchair, his cold blue eyes on Roper’s furious face. Quinn was listening, Burke and Spinetti still standing with weapons against their prisoner. At a little distance from the rest Carson was mopping his forehead, and his eyes had a nervous, desperate look.


  Dall spoke again, more slowly, to Roper. “You know me, Dead Legs Dall, as every crook and almost every other person in this town knows me. You know that I’ve never walked, that I was born with these dead, shriveled legs, that I’ve sat in a chair like this for thirty years.


  “They started calling me Dead Legs when I was a kid over there in the slums. Sometimes they beat me, too, because I was helpless. I soon saw that the only way I could stand against them was to be smarter than they were, and I was that and because I was, Dead Legs was soon running a gang of kids, and as they and I grew up we became a gang of men and of tough ones, too!”


  It was as though Dall had forgotten Roper and the rest as he talked, his eyes seeming to stare back into the past for a moment.


  “Dead Legs Dall Yes, as that I’ve worked my way up, until now I and my mob have a mortgage on this town. I’ve broken up every other gang here—with yours the last, Roper. I’ve come to the top, fought my way up, until now I’ve got more money and more power than I used to dream of having.


  “But what good are they to me the way I am? How can I enjoy money or power when I’m chained to a wheelchair with these dead, useless legs of mine? They couldn’t keep me from getting what I wanted, but they’ll keep me now from enjoying it!”


  “I’m glad you realize it, Dead Legs!” said Roper harshly. “When I pass out I’ll be grinning to think how you hate those legs of yours that you’ll die with!”


  “But I don’t intend to die with them, Dall said softly. “I’ve reached the top and all I need to enjoy life is legs—not dead, useless legs, but living ones, legs that I can walk and run and dance with. They’re what I want and I’ve always found a way to get what I wanted.


  He leaned toward Roper. “That’s where you come in, Roper. You’ve got what I want—strong, healthy legs. And I’m going to take them from you for myself!”


  “You’re crazy!” Roper exclaimed. “You poor batty cripple, you’ve brooded over those dead legs of yours so long you’re cuckoo on them!”


  “Are you so sure?” smiled Dall. “Carson, come over here.


  Carson approached slowly, glancing nervously from one to the other, and Dall gestured to him without turning from Roper.


  “Do you recognize Carson? Dr. Robert Carson, one of the three greatest surgeons in this country?”


  “What’s he to me?” snarled Roper.


  “He’s going to be very much to you, Roper,” Dall assured him, mockingly, “and to me, too. He’s going to take those healthy legs of yours off you and put them on me.”


  “You poor fool!” Roper snarled derisively. “You’re cuckoo, sure. You were born with those dead legs, and you’ll die with them.


  “I’ll not!” Dall’s voice cracked with the emphasis of a whip. “You’re the tool, Roper. You think because such an operation would have been impossible yesterday it’s impossible today! But it’s not! Scientists and surgeons have been removing animal limbs and grafting new ones on tor years, and now surgeons like Carson are beginning to do it with humans!


  “Carson here has been able to graft fingers, hands. He can fasten the new limbs so that bone knits to bone; can tie and connect the nerve filaments, the arteries and veins; can graft new flesh to heal over the joint so that the new limbs are as usable as natural ones!


  Carson can do it, and Carson’s going to—for I’ve got something on him that means death for him and disgrace for his family if I spring it. Carson’s fitted up all he needs to operate with back in that room behind this, and has trained Burke and Spinetti here to act as his attendants while the operations are going on. And that’s tonight!


  “Yes, tonight! Carson will take oil my dead legs above the knees, then we’ll take off your healthy legs and graft them at once onto my body Then we’ll bury what’s left of you, Roper, under the cement floor over there in the corner. Hut why don’t you laugh, Roper? Why don’t you laugh at the impossibility of it?”


  “It is impossible!” Roper cried hoarsely, beads of perspiration on his forehead. “I know you, Dead Legs—you’re trying to torture me before you send me out! But the thing’s not possible!”


  Dall laughed. “You think it’s not, Roper? But it is. Carson has done it in any times with animals, and he can do it with humans. And then I’ll be Dead Legs no longer. Think what it means, Roper; think of me able to walk and run wherever I want to, and on your legs!


  “Why, it’ll be rich, it’ll be rare! Can’t you see the humor of it, Roper? Everyone congratulating Dead Legs Dall on the marvelous cure effected, everyone seeing him run and walk and dance, and none of them ever suspecting that he’d doing it all on another man’s legs, a dead man’s legs, Roper’s legs!”


  “You hell-fiend!” shrieked Roper. “By God, you wouldn’t dare do it. Ah, you’re beginning to believe now? I see you are. But be fair, Roper. Your legs would do you no good buried over there under the floor with you. And they can do me a lot of good. Why, even walking about on Roper’s legs will keep me laughing all the time! Any pair of healthy legs would have been as good, but they wouldn’t have the humor there would be in wearing Roper’s legs!”


  Roper lunged madly at the mocking Dall, straining at the bonds that held his hands, but Burke and Spinetti jerked him back.


  From his chair Dall watched with eyes bright with interest, but beside him Carson was trembling violently.


  “You demon!” Roper cried out. Then suddenly he broke down. “Dead Legs, you’re not going to do a thing like that? I know we’ve fought and bumped off each other’s men, but that’s all in the game. But this would be different—hellish!”


  “But the thing’s impossible,” Dall said, mockingly. “You remember that, Roper, you remember how sure of its impossibility you were just a little while ago. There’s nothing to fear from a man gone cuckoo, is there? It’s just poor nutty Dead Legs raving, so don’t be afraid.”


  He turned to Carson. “Everything ready, back in the operating room he asked swiftly, gesturing toward the rear door.


  Carson managed to nod, still trembling. “It’s all ready. But Dall, this thing—”


  “Is going on, Carson!” Dall said with cold finality. “We’ve been over that ground.” He turned back to Quinn and the two guards. “All right, boys, you can take Roper back there. Nothing to say before we start, Roper? No place you’d like to go afterward—on your legs?”


  Roper raised his bound, trembling hands toward Dall as he was pulled away. “Yes, you can take my legs, Dall, but you’ll walk on them to hell! You hear me? You’ll walk on them to hell!”


  Quinn had opened the rear door, through which could be glimpsed an operating-room with white tables and gleaming apparatus. The two guards were half carrying the struggling Roper, Carson following like a man in a nightmare and Dall coming last in his wheelchair. And, as the little party went through the door, Roper’s ghastly cry rose to a screaming imprecation of hate.


  “To hell, Dall! You’ll walk on them to hell!” he shrieked. He was still shrieking as the door closed after them all.


  Dall stood—stood—on the steps of his house with Quinn and Burke. It was night, and a few feet below them—the city’s ceaseless currents of people and vehicles flowed along the bright-lit street. Dall was trembling inwardly with excitement and exultation, but outwardly was looking coolly along the street.


  “You’re sure you don’t want any of us with you?” Quinn was asking.


  “First time you’ve been out, you know.”


  “I’ll not need you, no,” Dall told them. “This is a walk I want to take alone, Quinn, a walk I’ve been looking forward to for thirty years.”


  “Just as you say, Dead Legs,” Quinn agreed. “Though it’d be no trouble to go along in case you wanted us.”


  “There’s no need,” Dall repeated. “And why call me Dead Legs now? The name hardly fits me now!”


  Dall stepped down to the street, and Quinn and Burke watched from the steps as he walked casually down the street.


  Each step was savored by Dall as a long-starved man might savor food. It was his dream come true, he told himself. He who had sat thirty years in a chair was walking along a street. Dall thought that some passersby looked curiously at him, and he smiled to himself. It had been weeks since word had gone forth that the useless limbs of Dead Legs Dall had been miraculously cured at last.


  It was worth it all, Dall told himself as he went on. Worth the ghastly night in that white operating room, the gleam of instruments and smell of anesthetics and realms of cool unconsciousness in which only Carson’s drawn white face intruded at times. Worth the red, aching pain of the weeks that followed, the utter immobility of so long and then the first stumbling attempts at walking, inside the house. Yes, worth it many times.


  Dall had no objective as he walked along. It was enough for him to be merely walking, without aim or objective. Did any of these hurrying people about him, he wondered, know the true joy and pleasure of walking? They could not. They had not spent Dead Legs Dall’s thirty years in a wheelchair.


  He was walking, and walking on Roper’s legs. The grim humor of that still tickled Dall’s sardonic mind immensely. Roper—or all of Roper but his legs—lay deep under the re-cemented floor in the corner of his basement-office. But Roper’s legs were living still and walking still, carrying Roper’s worst enemy. Dall’s pride expanded. What Dead Legs Dall wanted he took! Even new legs!


  The hurrying people that brushed by him and the automobiles racing in the street beside him he looked on with a new eye. He had preyed upon them and their city with his criminal organization even when he was prisoned in a wheelchair. But now that Dead Legs Dall was dead of legs no longer, what might he not do! He could expand his organization to other cities, could expand it until—


  Two women a little along the street screamed, their screams drowned in the next second by the squeal of brakes. Dall stood out in the middle of the street, and the taxi that had almost run him down when he had leaped suddenly into the street was skidding to a stop beside him. Its driver emerged red-faced with anger and bore down on Dall.


  “What in hell’s the matter with you, fellow?” he cried. “You saw me coming and jumped right out in front of me! Are you trying to kill yourself!”


  Dall seemed dazed, bewildered, stupefied. “I didn’t mean to do it!” he stammered, his eyes roving wildly now. “I just didn’t mean—my legs seemed just to jump out with me in spite of myself.”


  “That’s some story, that you jumped in spite of yourself!” the driver exclaimed. “I ought to take a good sock at you for—” He stopped suddenly, recognizing the man before him. “Why, it’s Dead Legs Dall!” His tone was abruptly respectful, apologetic. “I heard you’d been cured, but I didn’t recognize you, Mr. Dall. Of course I didn’t mean any of that stuff for you—”


  “It’s all right—all right,” Dall said. His one desire was to get away from the fast-collecting crowd. “My fault entirely.” He regained the sidewalk and started on. The driver stared after him then returned to his cab. The crowd dispersed, and Dall walked on along the street.


  But Dall was walking now in a daze. His mind was in sudden turmoil. What he had told the taxi driver was the truth: he had had no intention of leaping into the street; without command of his brain his legs had suddenly carried him directly in front of the onrushing cab! It was as though his legs had wanted to kill him, Dall thought.


  Dall gripped himself. This would not do, he told himself. He was wrought up, nervous, and it was but natural that he should have made a misstep when walking, when legs and walking were so new to him. It was only that, could be only that Yet back in Dall’s mind persisted the thought that it had not been a misstep but a swift deliberate leap of his legs in spite of himself.


  He thrust the thought back, and, as he walked on, he became once more master of himself. Every step he took his legs obeyed him. He could feel the hard sidewalk under his feet, could place each step as he wished. Dall breathed more easily. Nerves, that was all! It was but natural: one didn’t often try walking for the first time—and with another man’s legs! Dall even smiled.


  His first confidence had almost entirely returned. He stepped unhesitatingly along once more. At that moment Dall saw thundering along the street in his direction two heavy trucks, one trying to pass the other. Some instinct warned Dall or he felt the preparatory bunching of his legs under him. For as he grasped wildly at a lamp-post beside him, his legs shot out with him in a swift leap into the two trucks’ path!


  It was Dall’s clutch at the lamp-post that saved him, for he managed to grasp it as his legs leaped with him and to hold to it until the trucks had passed. The effort of his legs to leap out stopped instantly, but Dall clung desperately to the lamp-post. He knew now! Undistinguishable sounds came from him.


  Passerby who saw Dall clinging to the post desperately, with face deathly white and eyes terror-haunted, thought him drunk, apparently, and stared at him. Some stopped, and then a blue-uniformed policeman shouldered through them toward Dall.


  “What’s this—another hooch-fiend?” Patrolman Wheeler demanded sharply; then he recognized Dall. Respect tinged his manner. “What’s the matter, Dead Legs?” he asked.


  “Get me a taxi!” croaked Dall, clinging still to the post. “I’ve got to get home. I’ve got to get home!”


  Wheeler signalled a passing cab. “What’s the matter, legs go back on you?” he asked. “I heard you were cured, Dall, but you must have tried walking too soon. Got to get used to it, you know.”


  Dall managed to nod. “That’s it, I guess. I’ve got to get used to it.” The cab drew up and Dall grasped its door-handle, held it tightly until he was inside. There was no need, for his legs stepped up with him quite normally, making no involuntary movements.


  While the cab darted back along the street Dall clung tightly to the assist-straps. He was breathing fast, and his mind swirled chaotically with horror. He did not know the cab had stopped until its door opened.


  Quinn and Burke were still up on the steps, and at his motion came running down to the cab. Both looked inquiringly at Dall.


  “Grab my arms and don’t let me go until we’re inside the house,” Dall told them. At the blank expressions he snarled with sudden fury, “Do as you’re told, damn you! Hold my arms till I tell you to let go!”


  Held on either side by the two he went up the steps into the house, His legs walked up with him quite naturally, obeying every command of his brain. There seemed no need of the two restraining men. Yet Dall did not tell them to release him until he was down in his basement office with doors closed.


  “Call Carson!” Dall ordered as he sank into a chair. “Tell him to come over here, and to come quick!”


  While Quinn obeyed Dall sat in a chair, his mind awhirl with incoherent thoughts. There could be no doubt of it, he told himself; his legs had twice that night tried to bring death upon him, and chance alone had prevented it. It was his legs, and not he, that had each time sought to hurl him to death in the street! His legs! No, Ropers legs!


  Dall’s eyes sought the oblong of newer, whiter cement in the floor at the room’s corner. Roper lay under that, he told himself. Roper could do him no harm. But Roper’s legs? There came rushing to Dall’s mind those last words Roper had shrieked as he had been dragged into that operating-room at the rear, his last yells of agony and hate.


  “You can take my legs, Dall, but you’ll walk on them to hell! You’ll walk on them to hell!”


  Dall’s hands clenched his chair’s arms until his knuckles showed white. He sought to command himself. This was all moonshine, superstitious folly into which he was working himself. Roper was dead, and how could Roper’s legs retain the hate of their former owner? How could Roper’s legs try to kill him?


  But they had tried to kill him, and twice this night! The truth rose in Dall’s mind and could not be smashed down by any effort of will. He was wearing the legs of Roper, of the man whose last cry had been one of hate for himself. And, though attached to him, the legs were not part of him, but part of Roper still. Fart of Roper’s being and part of Roper’s hate!


  “You’ll walk on them to hell. You’ll walk on them to hell—to hell to—”


  “Carson’s here,” Burke announced from the door.


  “Send him in here at once!” Dall ordered Carson entered, his face pale and his eyes straying despite himself to the oblong of white cement in the corner. With an effort of will he turned his gaze from it. “What’s the matter, Dall?” he asked.


  “Everything’s the matter,” Dall answered. “Roper’s legs are trying to kill me.” At Carson’s stupefied expression, Dall’s inner fury burst forth. “You heard me! Roper’s-legs are trying to kill me!”


  Carson managed speech. “Now, Dall, calm down. You’ve been out for the first time and naturally you’re wrought up.”


  “You fool!” said Dall bitterly. “Do you think I’m a nervous woman? I tell you I walked out tonight, and without any will of mine my legs jumped me out in front of a taxi! Only luck saved me! Five minutes later they tried to leap with me in front of two trucks, and if I hadn’t caught a post and hung onto it, it would have been all up.


  “Neither time did I have the slightest intention of making such a jump, mind you! And don’t tell me they were missteps, for they weren’t. They were deliberate leaps on the part of my legs. Carson, you know how Roper hated me. Well, his legs retain that hate. They’re trying to kill me!”


  Carson had paled further as he listened, but he was still the calmer of the two.


  “Dall, listen to me. You’ve gone through a big operation, the biggest ever heard of, and you’ve lain for weeks recovering from it. Then tonight you go out to take your first walk in the street and because your new legs play queer tricks on you, you jump to the fantastic conclusion that they’re still Roper’s legs and trying to kill you.”


  “But how explain it?” Dall insisted. “How explain that my legs acted without the slightest order from my brain?”


  “Dall, if you had a tenth of my medical experience you’d know that even in normal persons the control of the brain over the limbs often has queer lapses. Why, when my foot goes to sleep, or when my legs cramp when swimming, what’s that but a lapse of the brain’s control over the limbs? Everyone’s had such experiences.


  “Then what of your case, in which you’ve actually had new legs attached to your body, new nerves knitting to nerves, and bone to bone? It stands to reason, Dall, that in such case your legs would pay even queerer tricks on you than in normal cases. Why, in walking you’re using motor-nerves of your brain you never used before, so that at present your brain has an uncertain control over your legs.”


  “But that just proves what I’ve been saying,” Dall exclaimed. “They’re Roper’s legs, and my brain can’t control them all the time. Roper’s last thought was hate of me, and of you, too, and his legs are still controlled by that thought!”


  “Nonsense!” exclaimed Carson. “Dall, get up and walk slowly along the room here. I’ll show you I’m right”


  Dall rose and carefully stepped along the room’s length, Carson watching his movements closely from the side. Dall walked like a man at the edge of a precipice, but his legs seemed to move normally enough.


  As Dall stepped more confidently back along the room toward the surgeon, Carson nodded. “You see, there’s nothing the mat—” he was saying, when abruptly Dall’s foot shot out and tripped Carson so that he fell to the floor! Instantly Dall’s legs were lashing out in furious kicks at the fallen surgeon!


  “My God, Dall!” cried Carson as he sought to rise against the shower of fierce kicks. “Get back. You’re killing me!”


  “I can’t—the legs won’t obey me!” Dall screamed, his face white and distorted. “Quinn—Burke—come here and get me!”


  Quinn and Burke bursting into the room, halted in stupefaction at the sight of Dall kicking with terrific savagery at the prostrate Carson who was shielding his head with his arms and trying to regain his feet.


  “Pull me away!” Dall shrieked to them. “Grab me and pull me away from him! Quick, you fools!”


  Bewildered, Quinn and Burke rushed forward and grasped Dall’s arms and jerked him from the fallen man. For a moment his feet still lashed out in vain kicks toward Carson and then ceased their movements.


  Dall burst into a high-pitched, hysterical laugh. “Do you believe now, Carson? Roper’s legs nearly got you that time! You performed the operation, you know. Roper hated you almost as much as me. Do you believe now these legs of mine are still Roper’s legs?”


  Carson was staggering up, his bruised face ghastly in expression. “Keep holding him,” he implored Quinn and Burke thickly. “Don’t let him—don’t let them get at me! Oh, God, don’t let Roper’s legs get at me again!”


  Dall managed to get some grip upon himself. “Burke, get Carson out to his car and take him home,” he ordered his aide. “Quinn, you hold me here until they’re gone and then go upstairs and get Spinetti.”


  Whimpering and shaking, the surgeon hastened from the room.


  When Burke and Carson were gone, Quinn released Dall and hastened up to the house’s upper floors. Left alone, Dall paced back and forth, his head throbbing wildly. He tried to think.


  It was true, then! Impossible, insane, but true! Roper’s legs, attached to his body, were still Roper’s legs, and had tried to kill him and to kill Carson, too! And if he went alone into the street, if he went anywhere near danger, Roper’s legs would carry him into the path of death. He must not go out alone; he must keep his aides always within reach! But was this the freedom Dead Legs Dall had dreamed of in his wheelchair?


  Dall’s legs seemed to obey him perfectly as he paced the room. But he knew—maddening thought!—they were but biding their time. When opportunity came they would try again to kill him. Was Roper laughing; laughing somewhere in the beyond? Was Roper still screaming the words that seemed to enter his ears: “—walk on them to hell—walk on them to hell—”


  With a start Dall found that he had stopped pacing the room and was standing in a corner. He was standing on the oblong of new, white cement beneath which Roper lay! With a hoarse cry Dall jumped back, clutching a chair. His legs had taken him, without his knowing it, to the tomb of the man of whom his legs had been part!


  Was Roper laughing at him this moment? Was he? Dall set his teeth as Quinn returned with Spinetti. He was a fighter; he would fight this!


  Quinn and Spinetti approached him with some awe. “My God, Dead Legs, Quinn was saying, “you were shouting there that these new legs of yours were still Roper’s!”


  Dall’s cold eyes swept him. “What if they are?” he demanded bitingly. “My legs may be Roper’s, but the rest of me is still Dall, and it’s Dall s orders you obey, isn’t it?”


  Spinetti crossed himself furtively, his eyes fearful upon Dall, and Quinn’s lean face was a shade paler. “I’m not bucking your orders, but this business kind of scares me,” he declared. “When Roper’s legs were put on you it was—


  “That’s enough from you, Quinn!” snapped Dall. “You and Spinetti take my arms and help me up to bed—and keep a tight hold on me going up the stairs.”


  It took several minutes for them to reach Dall’s bedroom on the upper floor, Quinn and Spinetti gripping his arms tightly, though his legs made no untoward movements on the way. At Dall’s command they stayed until he was in bed.


  “Now I want you two to take turns sitting beside the bed here until morning,” he told them. “If you see me make a move to get out of bed, grab me and hold me, do you hear?”


  “Sure, we get it, Dead Legs,” Quinn answered. At the name Dall’s rage flamed. “And don’t call me Dead Legs any more!” he shouted.


  Yet, as he sank back, Quinn taking the chair for the first watch, the name rang still in Dall’s ears. Dead Legs! The name that had been familiar to him since childhood, but that had now a secret significance. Dead legs, yes, but not now the shrunken limbs that had won him the name. Dead Legs because now he wore a dead man’s legs, Roper’s legs!


  Roper’s face seemed passing before him in the darkness, a grin of triumph upon it other faces passed, too, Carson’s drawn one and Quinn’s, but always foremost was Roper’s. He could not see whether the body below the face had legs, but Roper’s face was clear—Roper’s face—


  Dall crashed to wakefulness to find himself struggling with Spinetti beside his bedroom window. Quinn was running in to answer Spinetti’s shouts, and the two were holding him back from the window now. Then as Dall came to full wakefulness his struggles ceased.


  “Sure would have thrown yourself right out this window if I hadn’t been watching!” Spinetti exclaimed. “You sprang out and were almost to the window before I knew it!”


  Dall managed lo speak after a while. “Take me back over to bed, he told them, choking slightly. “Then you go down, Quinn, and call up Carson and tell him to come back here the first thing in the morning. You stay and watch me, Spinetti. I won’t be sleeping again.


  Despite Quinn’s call it was not early morning but almost noon of the next day when Carson arrived. The surgeon’s face was still deathly pale despite its bruises as he came into Dall’s basement-office. This time as he entered with Quinn he did not glance hastily at the white rectangle in the cement floor of the corner, but gazed at it with a fixed, fascinated stare.


  Dall watched him from his chair, his eyes red from sleeplessness, like Carson’s, and his face pale, but set. He smiled grimly as Carson, when he caught sight of Dall, shrank instinctively back with sudden terror in his eyes.


  “Don’t be afraid, Carson,” Dall said. “I had Quinn tie me in this chair before you came, and he’ll not release me until you go.


  “I’m not afraid,” Carson said hoarsely. “I think I’m past fear by this morning, Dall.”


  “Take hold of yourself, man!” Dall commanded him. “We’re in a jam, but I’m in it worse than you, and I’m not whining yet.”


  Carson smiled strangely. “You call it a jam! Dall, we’ve done a black thing, a thing of horror, and we’re starting to pay for it! You’re paying most, but even though you forced me to do my share of the thing, I’m paying, too!


  “Dall, I’ve been thinking, I’ve been remembering those last words Roper shouted to you. You’ll walk on my legs to hell!’ I see that you remember them. You’ve been thinking of them, too. Well, that’s what you’re doing. You’ve got Roper’s legs on you, and, somehow, God only knows, they’re doing what Roper wanted to do—they are taking you and trying to take me to death!”


  “Carson, I told you to take hold of yourself. What we’ve got to do is to find some way of stopping this thing. You put Roper’s legs on me. You’ve got to find some way of stopping these attempts of theirs to kill me!”


  Carson stared haggardly. “Some way of stopping it? Dall, there is one way in which this can be stopped, and only one way.”


  “And what’s that way?” Dall demanded.


  Carson leaned tensely toward him. “That way is to take Roper’s legs off you again!”


  Dall exploded into fire. “Like hell! Do you think, Carson, I went through those weeks of aching pain to give up now? Do you think I’ll surrender the legs I worked for and planned for and dreamed of having?”


  “Dall, give them up,” Carson urged. “It’s the only way of saving you, of saving us both! I tell you, this thing has brought me almost to insanity. Roper’s legs on your body, trying to kill you, trying to kill me—give them up. You’ll be no worse off than before.”


  “I’ll not do it!” gritted Dall. “What if they are Roper’s legs and trying to kill me? I was never afraid of Roper himself, and I’m not afraid of his legs now even though they’re on my body!”


  Carson rose, his face a deathlier white than before and with a desperate resolve in his eyes.


  “Dall, think! I’m the only surgeon living who will take them off for you! Any other would refuse and think you insane if you asked him to do it. And if you told your story they’d simply have you arrested and tried for murder. I’m the only one who can release you, the only one who can free you from these legs of Roper’s that are trying to kill you.


  “You’re not fighting just Roper’s legs, but Roper himself, man. Roper who, somehow, from somewhere out there, is trying to kill you with these legs of his you’re wearing!”


  “And I’ll fight him!” cried Dall. “I took his legs and I’ll keep them despite Roper and all the fiends of hell!”


  “That’s your last word?” Carson asked, his face strange, his eyes turning fixedly again toward the white oblong in the corner, and then back to Dall.


  “My last word, yes. Dead Legs Dall keeps what he’s got and has always done so!”


  Carson went out without another word, walking stiffly and strangely, Quinn and Burke entered in answer to Dall’s call, a hint of horror in their eyes as they met his.


  “Spinetti’s gone!” Quinn announced. “Must have beat it just now. He was crazy afraid and babbling about devil’s work this morning, and when I looked in his room now he and his things were gone.”


  “Damn him!” Dall exclaimed. “I’ll show him he can’t run out on me, devil’s work or not. I’ll have him back here in two days!”


  “Want me to go out and get the boys started after him?” Burke asked. Dall looked levelly at him and laughed harshly.


  “You’d like to get out, too, wouldn’t you, Burke? And you, too, Quinn? Well, you’re going to stay. No matter what devil’s work there is, no matter if I came out of hell itself, I’m Dead Legs Dall and nobody in this town forgets it come over here and untie me!”


  When Quinn and Burke had released him from the chair Dall stood up and walked back and forth. His limbs seemed to obey every command of his brain. Then suddenly like a flash they hurded with him across the room to fling him with force against the wall!


  Dall’s outflung hands alone saved his head from crashing against the wall, but, as it was, he was jarred and bruised by the shock when Quinn and Burke reached his side and helped him up. He looked about him, half-stunned.


  “Keep holding me!” he gasped to them. “They’ll get me even in here if they can!”


  “We can tie them together and put you in your old wheelchair,” Quinn suggested. “That’ll keep them from jumping around like that, and you’ll still be able to move about.”


  “Go ahead, then,” Dall ordered, his face ghastly. While Burke went for the wheelchair Quinn fastened his legs together.


  When they had lifted him into the chair Dall lay back, breathing hard. The horror upon the faces of his two aides was now undisguised.


  “Right back in the wheelchair again,” said Dall bitterly. “All I need is the blanket over my legs once more.”


  He shouted with sudden madness. “Are you laughing at me now, Roper, wherever you are? Damn you, are you laughing?”


  “For God’s sake don’t talk that way, Dead Legs,” Burke said. “My nerve’s going as it is.”


  Dall lay back, the other two withdrawing a little from him. A succession of heavy notes of sound seemed beating in Dall’s ears, methodical, steady. They changed from mere sounds into words, spoken words: “You’ll walk on them to hell! You’ll walk on them to hell!”


  The words seemed to be crashing upon Dall from all sides by thunderous voices, yet somehow above all those voices came the screaming curse of Roper. Then Dall put his hands over his ears, but he could still hear the words pounding into his brain. And as he turned his head he could see the white rectangle in the floor at the corner, under which lay Roper—Roper—


  The hoarse exclamations of Burke and Quinn pierced his mind and he woke to the realization that a convulsive movement of his bound legs had almost thrown him out of the wheelchair! He gripped the chair’s arms just in time, holding on while his legs threshed wildly about. Quinn and Burke clutched the straining legs, held them, and in a moment they quieted.


  For an hour following that Dall’s legs were still, and then again they were kicking in wild efforts to throw him from the chair. Again Dall clung to the chair and fought them, with the other two aiding him. But when, in the half hour after that, the legs made two more attempts to hurl him out of the wheelchair, Dall felt his mind breaking and giving beneath the horror.


  He fought the threshing and struggling of his legs, clinging wildly to the wheelchair from which they sought to throw him. It was only in an interval of this terrible struggle that he became aware that he was alone in the room, that Burke and Quinn had yielded to their terror and fled. In his struggle with his legs he had not heard the closing of the door.


  “Damn you, come back!” he cried. “Quinn—you and Burke—I’ll have you all bumped. I’m still Dead Legs Dall.” There came no answer.


  No answer but the silence of the white oblong in the floor at the room’s corner. Dall shouted to it “You’ve not got me yet, Roper! Your legs haven’t got me yet! I can still beat you. I can have Carson take them off.”


  He wheeled himself to the desk, and, grasping the telephone, called a number. He shouted hoarsely to the man who answered, “Tell Carson that Dall wants him. Tell him Dall wants him over here at once!”


  The voice that answered him was that of a well-trained servant, but it sounded strange. “But Dr. Carson can’t come, sir. He’s—”


  “Tell Carson he’s got to come!” Dall screamed into the instrument. “He’s got to take Roper’s legs off me, do you hear? Roper’s here under the floor, but his legs are on me and he’s got to take them off—take them off—”


  “But Dr. Carson killed himself an hour ago, sir,” the other said. “The police are here now. I’ll tell them you want Dr. Carson if you—” But Dall had hung up the receiver, was staring into blankness. Carson dead, Carson a suicide! He remembered Carson’s white, strange face when the surgeon had left him. Carson was dead, the one man who could have taken Roper’s legs from him! And even now those legs were again struggling, straining!


  But there was a way out, even so! Dall wheeled his chair away from the desk, out into the room. Yes, a way out of the madness rapidly overtaking his brain! With legs still threshing and twisting he wheeled his chair toward the door of the operating room at the rear. He turned there to shake a trembling hand at the white-cement oblong in the floor back in the office’s corner.


  “You’ve not got me even yet, Roper, you hear? I’ll beat you even now—even now.” There was a hint of determination in Dall’s wild mutterings.


  The policemen and reporters in the little crowd were talking in excited voices as they came down into the basement corridor of Dall’s house and paused outside the door of his office. Their voices could be heard in snatches of sentences as they interrupted each other.


  “—heard that Dead Legs had something on Dr. Carson for a long time, but never thought—”


  “—butler said he screamed about Roper being buried under the floor in here and something about Roper’s legs. We knew damned well Dall was the one who put Roper away, but couldn’t pin—”


  The police-captain in charge turned at the door. “Have your guns ready, there. We’re going right in.”


  The door flew open from his kick and with pistols ready the policemen burst into Dall’s office. A glance showed that he was not in it, but the door at its rear was open and in a moment they were through that. All stared about them for a moment at the elaborately-fitted little operating-room. Then they uttered cries of horror as they saw the wheelchair that stood beside an instrument-cabinet.


  Dall sat in that wheelchair, his eyes staring blankly out of his dead, distorted face. His hands still held tightly a heavy, ax-like surgical implement, and his legs had been cut off by terrific strokes above the knees. In the red pool around the chair lay the severed bonds that had held his legs, but the legs themselves were not near the chair nor anywhere in the operating-room. The men gazed at one another dumbly.


  Then someone pointed dumbly, and all saw that red footprints led from the chair into the room they had first rushed through, the office. They followed the footprints back in there and from them came exclamations of an utter and deeper horror as they saw. On the oblong of whiter cement at the corner of the room’s floor lay the two severed legs.


  “Roper was buried under the floor there, he said,” someone exclaimed in a choking voice. “And he said Roper’s legs—”


  But another cried what was in all their minds. “Roper’s legs or not, Dall did it back there in the other room. He never moved afterward . . . “How did the legs get here?”


  THE EARTH-BRAIN


  Weird Tales, April 1932


  LANDON I HAD not seen for two years before that day when New York knew fear. That day is remembered yet, with its sudden and unexpected earth-tremor that shook the island shortly after noon, swaying proud towers and shaking windows to fragments and loosing a storm of panic-stricken cries that could not drown the long, grinding roll of the shifting earth beneath.


  I was in the midtown section that noon, and had been struggling through the hurrying crowds when the shock and quivering of the ground turned them suddenly into a white-faced, hoarse-voiced and terror-smitten mob. For five minutes they and all New York’s millions tasted fear as the streets quivered beneath them. Then the tremor subsided and I saw Landon.


  He was standing almost against me in the throng and his face was so strange that for a moment it held me without recognition. For Landon’s face was a mask of fear, not the panic that was passing from those about me but a fear beyond fear, a deep and alien dread. His dark eyes looked out of that white and twisted face as though into vistas of hell. And then I recognised him.


  “Clark Landon!” I cried. “Why didn’t you let me know you were back? I didn’t even know you were in the country!”


  His dark eyes surveyed me with a fixedness that chilled me. “I landed only two hours ago, Morris,” he said. “Two hours ago, and you see what has happened already.”


  “What’s the matter, Landon?” I asked anxiously. “This earth-tremor hasn’t upset you? I shouldn’t think it would bother you after the polar quake you went through—I read about it at the time.”


  “Yes, that polar quake,” he said softly. “You read that Travis and Skeel were killed in that but I wasn’t? I wasn’t killed, no; but I’ve been in all the quakes that have been racking earth since then, in Norway and Russia and Egypt, in Italy and England and now here in New York.”


  I was amazed. “Why, one would think earthquakes are following you!” I exclaimed. “But they say all these tremors and quakes are due to the big polar cataclysm you went through—they say it touched off things in some way and so caused the quakes that have been going on all over earth ever since that one.”


  “Ever since that one,” Landon repeated slowly. “Yes, they’ve been going on ever since that one.”


  He was looking beyond me, lost in a strange abstraction. By then the streets about us were near normal, the city’s millions losing their brief panic and taking up again the swift routine that even a near-earthquake could not disturb for long. Hurrying passers-by were already shouldering against the two of us.


  “Look here, Landon,” I said, “You don’t look half well at the moment. My rooms are only a few blocks from here—come up and sit a while and you’ll feel better.”


  “I’m afraid it will take more than that to make me feel better, Morris,” he said.


  Yet he came, and when we were seated at a window of my apartment with the mill-race of a cross-town street’s traffic below, he seemed to relax a little. Sitting opposite him, I strove to analyse the strange dread that still seemed holding him, but was unable to do more than to say to myself that that dread was real and that Landon had apparently changed completely.


  The Clark Landon I had known had hardly known the meaning of fear, a lithe dark fellow to whom danger spelled delight. His twin and equal interests had been geology and adventure. His inherited money had enabled him to combine the two in expeditions in which he and his inseparable comrades in science and adventure, David Travis and Herbert Skeel, had investigated the world’s far corners.


  Landon and Travis and Skeel had departed over two years before, on another such expedition, one intended to take them into the north polar region. Landon had announced their purpose as the investigation of certain geological oddities believed existent not far from the pole, but all knew that it was the lure of a new adventure that drew him and his companions as much as any hope of adding to geological knowledge.


  The three had sailed in a special ice-breaking schooner Landon had chartered, which had taken them as far as the northern shores of Grant Land. From there Landon and Travis and Skeel had started north with two dog-sledges and two Eskimos, believing that with their equipment they could reach their objectives a few hundred miles south of the pole, and return without difficulty.


  Ten days after Landon and his party started north from the ship there occurred that terrific earthquake that shook the whole polar region with unprecedented violence, and was registered by the world’s seismographs as centring not far south of the pole itself. The waiting schooner was almost destroyed, but escaped the shifting ice and continued to wait, though with scant hope, for the party.


  That first awful quake was followed in the next two weeks by a succession of less violent upheavals and tremors, trending southward. Then Landon and one of the Eskimos reappeared. The latter died the next day. Landon himself was far gone but was revived and could tell those on the ship that the great quake had indeed centred where they had been and that Travis and Skeel and the other Eskimo had perished in it. He was brought back to strength during the voyage south, and after a few narrow escapes from glacial fragments the ship reached Halifax.


  While Landon was at Halifax had come the sudden quake that destroyed half of the city, though he had escaped. In the succeeding two years Landon himself was forgotten, but the great polar quake he had gone through was often referred to, for earth had been torn ever since by a succession of violent quakes and upheavals. They seemed to progress from one locality to another, from Newfoundland to Norway, to Russia and Egypt and Italy and England. It was the theory of many scientists that these succeeding quakes were caused by a series of faults in earth’s structure, that had been touched off by the great polar quake Landon had gone through.


  Of Landon himself, though, I had heard nothing after his leaving Halifax, and now I was amazed at his changed appearance as he sat opposite me. He must have guessed my thoughts.


  “You think I’ve changed, Morris?” he asked. “Don’t deny it, man—I know that I have. I know what’s stamped on my face.”


  “Travis and Skeel—” I began awkwardly.


  “Travis and Skeel are dead and they’re lucky,” he said somberly. “It’s not their death that has changed me, though they were the best pals a man ever had. It’s the way they died.


  “There were three of us who went up there,” he said, gazing darkly past me. “And the third still lives. I wonder for how long?”


  “Landon, you’ve brooded too much,” I told him. “I can understand what an appalling experience that polar quake must have been to go through, but—”


  “You can’t understand!” he lashed out. “No one can! Morris, you saw me panic-stricken a little while ago when that tremor shook the city. Did it surprise you?”


  “Frankly, it did,” I said slowly. “But I can understand how that first quake would have unnerved you—and the ones you’ve chanced to be in since.”


  “It wasn’t chance that I was in them,” he said astonishingly, and then leaned to clutch my arm. “Morris, can you conceive of such a thing as earthquakes following one person across the face of this earth, seeking him out no matter where he may go, riving the earth and razing cities and killing tens of thousands, to kill that one fugitive? Earthquakes that deliberately pursue one fleeing man with deadly purpose?”


  “Earthquakes following a man?” I repeated. “Why, the idea’s mad! You surely don’t think because you have been by coincidence in all these quakes of the last two years—”


  “I don’t think,” he said, “I know. I know that the quakes you speak of have pursued me across earth in the last two years with deadly purpose! Even today, two hours after I landed in this city, they have shown me that they are still after me!”


  “Landon, you can’t believe this!” I expostulated. “Be reasonable, man—an earthquake is simply a movement of the earth’s mass. How could such movements follow you deliberately?”


  “I know how,” he said, his eyes strange. “Travis and Skeel knew, too, before they died. But I know and I still live, if only for a time.


  “And I am going to tell you the thing, Morris. I know before the telling that you will find it impossible to believe, just as I would have two years ago. But in your unbelief remember this—that of all things in the universe the one we men know least really of is this earth we live upon.


  “It has been over two years since Travis and Skeel and I started north on that trip of ours. We left St. John’s in a sturdy Canadian schooner built for arctic work, with a Canadian crew. The ship was to take us as far as northern Grant Land, and from there we three were going to work north ourselves on the last lap. Our objective was a great ice-mountain, its rock visible through openings in its icy sides, that was supposed to exist in the polar region some three hundred miles or more this side of the pole.


  “We had heard of this polar mountain from several sources. It had been a matter of minor dispute between two different aeroplane expeditions that had flown over the pole. One claimed to have sighted the big ice-clad peak and the other claimed that it didn’t exist. Travis and Skeel and I were going north to see if it did exist.


  “If you know anything at all of geology you will know what such a polar mountain—a mountain in that icy desolation at the earth’s top—would mean to geologists. It would prove beyond doubt the existence of a polar continent beneath the ice and might throw a flood of light on things that have puzzled geological science. The three of us were afire to find out if such a peak did exist in the north polar region.


  “The north pole, you know, like the south one, is more a region than a point. The earth is oblate, flattened at top and bottom, and that flat region around the northern pole is in fact the top or forefront of earth. In that great icy expanse the mountain was supposed to exist, and Travis and Skeel and I were bent on finding it. So we sailed north from St. John’s with our schooner loaded with equipment.


  “The schooner crept northward for two months through icy channels toward the northern tip of Grant Land. Travis and Skeel and I were busy making ready our equipment. At North Devon we picked up two Eskimos who were to make the final trip with us, two sturdy fellows named Noskat and Shan. Our sledges and dogs were ready, and when the ship reached the icy coast of Grant Land we were ready to start north on the final lap as soon as the freeze came.


  “It came soon, and we started. Travis and Skeel and I, and Noskat and Shan, with the two sledges and dogs, headed north over the frozen wastes. We carried felt tents, special chemical fuel of small bulk and weight, food and instruments, and an automatic apiece. Travis and Skeel and Noskat took the lead-sledge, Shan and I the other.


  “For ten days we pushed north over endless ice-fields, making thirty miles a day. Ten days—three hundred miles—it doesn’t sound so much, does it? Well, it was a cross-section of icy hell. Can you imagine a world in which all has turned to glittering ice that stretches to the horizon in eye-aching whiteness? A world in which the sickly polar day never ceases to shine? A world in which the polar cold closes down upon you like a hand, gripping through your numbed flesh to your bones?


  “That was the kind of world we were moving through. Ten days—and they each seemed weeks long. We would wake, would eat half-warmed food and limber our stiffened muscles, then fold the tent and harness the dogs. And then north again, north over the ice desert’s hummocks and ridges like pigmies traversing that vast white expanse. North, until on the tenth day we sighted the mountain.


  “At first we could not believe our eyes. We had been pushing onward so mechanically that in the sheer struggle we had almost forgotten our mission. Then as our eyes took in that huge peak towering into the steely sky far ahead, ice-sheathed and with the dark openings in its sides, our exclamations came with a rush.


  “We pushed on, little heeding difficulties then. In another day we were at the mountain’s foot, a thousand feet below the lowest of the dark openings in its icy bulk.


  “We camped there that night, exultant at reaching our goal. And there trouble began. The dogs had been whining strangely as we approached the mountain, needing the lash to make them go forward at all, and our two Eskimos had been muttering to themselves. Then no sooner had we pitched camp than there came a slight earth-tremor, a shock as of earth stirring underneath that made our tent quiver and the ice-fields round it crackle.


  “To us it was somewhat surprising to encounter an earth-tremor in this region, but that was all. But on Noskat and Shan, the two Eskimos, the tremor’s effects were tremendous. Their swart faces grew positively livid with fear, they jabbered in their tongue for minutes, looking fearfully up toward the mountain’s huge icy bulk, and then approached us in panic. By then the dogs had begun yelping strangely as though in terror.


  “ ‘We cannot stay here!’ Noskat told us excitedly. ‘This is the forbidden mountain at the earth’s top—shunned by all our race! We knew not that this was your goal!’


  “ ‘Forbidden mountain?’ repeated Travis. ‘Forbidden by whom?’


  “ ‘Forbidden by the earth!’ was Noskat’s answer. ‘The earth is living as we are living—it cares not how men move upon its vast living body as long as they do not approach this mountain!’


  “ ‘The earth living? What the devil is all this about?’ Travis demanded. Skeel intervened.


  “ ‘It’s an Eskimo belief, Travis,’ he said. ‘I’ve heard of it before—they think earth is a great living thing and that we humans are mere insects or the like living on its body.’


  “ ‘What a crazy belief!’ Travis commented. He turned back to Noskat. ‘Why does your living earth forbid anyone to come near this mountain, then?’


  “ ‘Because this mountain holds earth’s mind—earth’s brain,’ said Noskat solemnly, Shan nodding corroboration. ‘Earth likes us not to come this near its brain, and so it has moved its great body beneath us to warn us away.’


  “ ‘Rot!’ said Travis. ‘That tremor just now wasn’t any warning, but a slight earthquake like any other earthquake.’


  “ ‘All earthquakes are but movements of earth’s great body,’ asserted Noskat stubbornly. ‘Earth can move its body as it wishes.’


  “ ‘That sounds logical enough, Travis,’ I said, grinning.


  “He turned toward me. ‘Don’t encourage them, Landon,’ he said sharply. ‘We’ll have trouble enough with them as it is.’


  “He swung back on Noskat and Shan. ‘That tremor was just an ordinary tremor and this stuff about a living earth is nonsense,’ he said forcibly. ‘We are going to stay here two days at least and you two are going to camp down here while we explore and examine this mountain.’


  “ ‘But you must not try to explore the mountain!’ Noskat said excitedly. ‘You dare not approach earth’s brain! If you do—’


  “ ‘That’s enough!’ snapped Travis. ‘You and Shan are going to wait here while we do explore the mountain, and there’ll be no more talk about it!’


  “When Noskat and Shan had gone to their own tent Travis turned to us with a disgusted expression.


  “ ‘This would be just our luck,’ he said, ‘to have those two, just as we get here, break loose with their superstitions.’


  “ ‘I wonder if they’re only superstitions,’ said Skeel thoughtfully.


  “We stared at him. ‘What the devil!’ I exclaimed. ‘Do you believe that stuff about earth being a living and intelligent being?’


  “Skeel’s face was serious. ‘I’ve heard of stranger things, Landon. Why couldn’t earth be a living organism instead of just a mass of inanimate matter? It seems an inanimate mass to us, it is true, but so must a human being seem an inanimate mass to the microbes that live on and in that being. Earth might be a living organism, all the planets might be organisms, of scale and nature so different from us that we mites who swarm upon it cannot even comprehend it. And if it is living it could possess consciousness and intelligence, perhaps intelligence operating on planes and for ends entirely alien to us.’


  “ ‘And you think, then, that, as Noskat said, earth’s brain is somewhere in this mountain?’ Travis demanded incredulously.


  “Skeel smiled. ‘I don’t say that. Though as a matter of fact if earth were a living and intelligent organism it would have to have the seat of its intelligence somewhere, and as likely up here at earth’s top as anywhere.’


  “ ‘I’ll say you’re a cuckoo geologist!’ I exclaimed. ‘You’re as bad as those two Eskimos!’


  “Travis stretched. ‘Well, whether or not earth’s brain is inside that mountain, we’re going to do some climbing on it tomorrow morning.’


  “ ‘And some climb it’s going to be,’ I told him. ‘If we can get up far enough to get a look at that uncovered rock we’ll be lucky.’


  “We turned in, huddling in our furs, and though the dogs were still whining in a panicky fashion now and then, we fell almost instantly to sleep.


  “We were awakened when our watches told us it was morning by a sensation of someone shaking us, and found that it was another earth-tremor that was rocking the tent, one as strong as or stronger than that of the night before. It was over almost before we were awake, the grinding crackle of ice dying away.


  “We struggled rapidly into our outer clothes and heard the dogs, who had yelped with terror when the tremor began, become silent as though cowed by utter fear. The tent still quivered from the tremor’s last vibrations.


  “Travis cursed. ‘Another damned tremor! This will make those two swarthy sons of perdition harder than ever to handle, if I’m right.’


  “His surmise proved correct, for we had not emerged from the tent into the polar cold and glare when Noskat and Shan were upon us. They were quite evidently in an extreme state of terror.


  “According to them, the tremor was another and stronger sign that the earth was uneasy at our presence near its brain, and a warning for us to turn and head southward at all possible speed before earth destroyed us. They even went so far in their panic as to say that if we did not they would start south without us with one of the sledges.


  “Travis’s cold voice whipped to them through their terror. ‘You’ll stay here, all right,’ he told them. ‘You know too well what would happen to you if you showed up back down there at the ship without us.’


  “ ‘But if you try to explore the mountain, earth’s brain will be very wroth!’ wailed Shan. ‘All earth will be wroth against you!’


  “ ‘I’ve had enough of this crazy talk about earth and its brain,’ Travis told them impatiently. ‘You two will stay here until we come back, or you’ll go with us.’


  “At that alternative both Noskat and Shan became silent out of sheer terror. I told them to see to the dogs, which were still acting strangely, and then with Travis and Skeel prepared for our climb up the icy mountain’s side.


  “As we could not hope to bring back any specimens, even if we succeeded in reaching one of the openings in the mountain’s ice-sheath, we took only our ice-axes and a single rock-axe. We wore our automatics in our belts with the idea of impressing the two Eskimos if they still harboured ideas of flight, and we were roped together.


  “With a final admonition and warning to Noskat and Shan from Travis, we started up the icy mountainside. A thousand feet above us was the dark circle in the ice we wanted to reach, an opening through the peak’s frozen sheath, we were sure, to its inner rock. If we could make even a cursory examination of the mountain’s rock-strata, we felt our trip would be worthwhile.


  “From the first our climb was tremendously difficult. Travis led, cutting steps where needed with his ice-axe, taking advantage of ledges and cracks in the ice, moving tortuously up with Skeel and me close behind. Our heavy fur clothing was a hindrance to us in climbing, though even through it the polar cold penetrated.


  “We were forced to rest every few yards, clinging against the icy slope like three strange furry animals. At such halts I looked down and for a time could see Noskat and Shan, down by the tents and sledges, watching our progress. Then an inward slant of the icy slope hid them from view for a time.


  “This slant inward made climbing a little easier, and now we could plainly see the round opening in the ice above, and could make out that it opened through the ice to the dark bare rock of the mountain itself. That was a spur to our efforts and we struggled on, Travis’s axe chipping, steadily ahead of us, until at last Travis pulled himself up into the opening in the ice and then jerked us up beside him.


  “We were hardly in that opening, lying panting for the moment, when there came another earth-tremor, much more violent.


  “It seemed that the whole mountain and the ice-fields around it were swaying and shaking, and there came as though from far beneath a crackling roar. We lay still and in a moment it ceased.


  “ ‘Good Lord!’ exclaimed Travis as we stood up then. ‘If that had happened a moment ago when we were climbing it would have been bad for us.’


  “ ‘Damn these tremors anyway!’ I said, ‘If that one has succeeded in scaring off Noskat and Shan I won’t be surprised.’


  “We peered down and saw them on the ice near the tents. They were on their knees, gesticulating in terror up toward us and the mountain. They made frantic motions for us to return.


  “We shook our heads and Travis gestured sharply to them, ordering them to remain where they were. Their terror subsided a little, and he turned to us.


  “They’ll stay there, I think—they’re more afraid to go back to the ship without us than to stay. But we’d best not stay up here too long ourselves.’


  “Skeel had turned and was staring into the opening in the mountain’s side, at whose edge we stood. ‘Lord, look at this!’ he exclaimed.


  “We looked and were petrified with astonishment. The opening in which we stood was the mouth of a round tunnel that slanted straight back and downward into the mountain’s mighty mass.


  “This tunnel was thirty feet in diameter and ran inward toward the mountain’s centre in a slight downward grade, as straight as though it had been gouged by a huge punch.


  “There was no ice in the tunnel, though a steady current of air rushed down it. We examined the black rock of its walls quickly, then again with mounting excitement. It was a geologist’s nightmare. This mountain’s rock was stratumless, a smooth black rock that might have come from earth’s innermost mass!


  “ ‘I’ll say we’ve found something here!’ cried Travis excitedly. ‘Why, this rock is pre-igneous even—it’s a kind of rock geology’s not even heard of!’


  “ ‘But this opening, this tunnel leading down into the mountain?’ I asked. ‘What could have formed it?’


  “ ‘God knows, Landon. But the other openings we saw in the mountain’s ice-sides must be the mouths of similar tunnels! And they must lead down to some central opening or space, for there are air-currents in this one!’


  “Travis unhooked from his belt his flat metal electric torch and sent its ray down the dark tunnel’s length. The quivering little beam wavered down through the next few hundred feet of the tunnel but showed only the same smooth, black rock sides.


  “ ‘The only way we’ll find out what this tunnel leads to down there is to follow it and see,’ said Travis. ‘Come on, you two.’


  “We started down the tunnel. Its grade was not steep enough to make it perilous, though its floor, like its sides, was so smooth as to make footing difficult. We had a hard time to keep our footing when, a moment or so later, there came another tremor that swayed the mountain so that the tunnel’s floor seemed to pitch beneath us.


  “By then we were too excited over the geological strangeness of the tunnel and the black rock and the whole mountain to mind the tremor. We pressed on, Travis’s quivering beam preceding us, with the circle of white light that was the tunnel’s mouth dwindling and disappearing behind and above us. We paid no more attention to another tremor that shook us a few moments later, or to still another that followed that one closely.


  “Within a quarter of an hour we had followed the tunnel downward for a half-mile and had found that it curved slightly now instead of running straight as heretofore, but led still in a general direction down toward the mountain’s centre. By then, too, the tremors and quakings of the mountain and earth around it had become practically continuous.


  “The tunnel’s walls were swaying unceasingly around us, not violently but noticeably, and the sound of these continued earth-movements was now a tremendous monotone of rumblings and mutterings from far beneath. The strangeness of these continued tremors penetrated through even our excitement and we stopped in the tunnel’s curve we were passing through, Travis flashing his beam ahead and behind.


  “ ‘Damn queer, all these tremors at once!’ he exclaimed. ‘They seem to be getting worse, too.’


  “ ‘I’m beginning to think this whole mountain is queer,’ Skeel said. ‘Tell me, have you two felt anything?’


  “We stared at him. We had experienced with increasing strength a sensation so strange that neither Travis nor I had mentioned it. It was a sense of a tangible and powerful force that flooded out over and through us from ahead, a tingling force that had a strange effect upon my will.


  “I cannot describe that effect better than by saying that the farther down into the tunnel we went, the more did my own will and personality seem shared or usurped by some will or force utterly alien and different. In other words, that as I went on I was not only Clark Landon but something or a part of something vast and strange, whose will partly replaced Clark Landon’s will in me.


  “ ‘I’ve felt it, yes,’ I told Skeel. ‘But I didn’t know you had. You too, Travis?’


  “Travis nodded puzzledly. ‘I’ve felt it also. There must be some centre of radioactive or electrical force down in this mountain and the closer we get to it the more it affects us.’


  “ ‘But what about the tremors?’ Skeel asked. ‘Can we go on in the face of them and this other thing?’


  “ ‘The devil with the tremors,’ said Travis impatiently. ‘There’s something tremendous down inside this mountain and I say we go on, tremors or no tremors.’


  “ ‘What do you think, Landon?’ Skeel asked me. I looked doubtfully from him to Travis.


  “ ‘After all, we’ve been in worse tremors than these,’ I said, ‘and I think Travis is right when he says there must be something tremendous down in this mountain.’


  “ ‘I think there is, myself,’ said Skeel, ‘and I think that with these tremors it’s warning us back!’


  “ ‘Oh, rot!’ said Travis. ‘Are you going to start that silly notion of Noskat’s about earth’s brain being down here?’


  “ ‘No, I’m with you two if you want to go on,’ Skeel said.


  “ ‘Then on it is!’ I said. ‘We can’t go a great deal farther, anyway, for we can’t spend too long a time down here.’


  “We resumed our interrupted progress. The tunnel curved on downward, toward the mountain’s heart. The currents of air still rushed down it unceasingly, making me wonder, as we went on, whether what thing of force was down here somehow drew or attracted those air-currents, through this and the other tunnels leading up to the mountain’s sides.


  “The tremors were somewhat more violent and it was evident that the whole mountain must be shaking. We moved on without commenting on them, though. It was hard work to keep our footing on the smooth, swaying floor of the tunnel and we were thrown continually against its sides, sometimes with force. But we held to our downward progress, drawn by the mystery we were now sure this mountain held.


  “For the strange force that beat upon us from ahead with increasing strength as we went on could only be mysterious and unheard of to our science, so strange it seemed. The sensation as of the impact of a colossal will was stronger and stronger. Can you imagine a will so mighty that mere nearness to it makes one feel its power as tangible force? That is what this alien force inside the mountain felt like to us.


  “Skeel’s face was becoming grave and even Travis seemed troubled as we went doubtfully on. The tremors by then had become really terrible, great roarings and shakings that swayed the tunnel’s walls about us. But now so strange was everything, so dazing that vast, enigmatic force that beat stronger upon us from ahead, that we paid small attention.


  “We rounded another long curve in the downward-slanting tunnel and saw ghostly, glowing light ahead in it, heard a soft roar of steady sound over the grinding crash of shifting rock. Like puppets drawn by forces outside us, we pressed onward toward the light. As we neared it the impact of strange forces from ahead was almost stunning. There came a great last tremor that almost flung us from our feet. But even Skeel did not mind it, since in the moment it came we had reached the glowing light, had emerged suddenly from the dark tunnel into a great, glowing-lit space.


  “We halted in it, stupefied. The tremors stopped altogether at that same moment, but only our subconscious minds registered the fact. We three were gazing across the great cavernous space into which the tunnel opened.


  “It seemed in that first stunned glance that this strange cavern must occupy most of the interior of the mountain, so huge was it. It must have been a half-mile in diameter, and was like the interior of a hollow cone.


  “The mountain’s dozen tunnels all opened down into it. It was lit by a quivering, glowing light which came from what was beyond doubt the most awesome and stupefying thing that ever man dared to look upon. I cannot, even now, describe to you with one-tenth of its real terrible splendour, the thing that poised at the centre of this cone-like cavern over the rock floor, the thing at which Travis and Skeel and I gazed.


  “Can you imagine a great ovoid of pure light, like a huge egg in shape and a hundred feet high, poised upon its smaller end? That was what we three looked upon, a giant ovoid of light or force that towered there at the cone-cavern’s centre, emitting the light that illuminated it and also the enigmatic force that had beat upon us and the soft roar of sound we had heard.


  “This ovoid was of all colours, it seemed. Its colours changed with incalculable swiftness like those of a racing cinema film. And those racing tints seemed to reproduce all the colours of the earth.


  “The ovoid would flame for an instant with a red like that of devouring volcanic fires, of flowing flame. Then the red would be gone and instead would be a thread of blue, serene as the blue of mountain lakes. The blue would pass into brown like the warm brown of fresh-turned soil, and that in turn into green like that of ocean’s depths or yellow of earth’s fantastic rocks.


  “These colours changed and spun and swam in the great ovoid of light constantly, unceasingly. And just as in them seemed represented every natural colour of earth, so in the soft roar of sound that came from the ovoid, there seemed merged and mingled all the natural sounds of earth.


  “The crash of avalanches and thunder of slow-moving glaciers were in that roar, and the splitting of tortured rocks. One heard the howl of winds and the caressing whisper of soft breezes, the gurgling of small brooks and the hiss of rain and the smash of hurricanes and tidal waves. That roar of merged sound seemed issuing from a whispering gallery open to all the sounds of earth.


  “From the lower end of this huge poised ovoid of light branched scores of great tentacles of light, glowing arms that ran down into the rock floor of the cavern. They did not run into openings in that rock but into the rock itself, interpenetrating it as light interpenetrates glass. Somehow it seemed to me even in that first stunned moment that those light-tentacles branching down from the ovoid were of inconceivable length, that from where it poised here at the frozen top of the earth those arms of force or light penetrated down through all earth’s mighty mass!


  “As Travis and Skeel and I gazed now at the mighty ovoid, there shot suddenly from its lower end a new light-tentacle, as though forming suddenly. It darted across the cavern and encircled us three. Its grip was like that of solid steel rather than of glowing light, and with us in its grasp it darted back toward the great ovoid.


  “We were held by this tentacle a score of feet from the ovoid. The scene was incredibly weird—the mighty cavern, the huge ovoid of light with its kaleidoscopic colours and roar of merged sounds and downward-branching tentacles, the arm of light that held Travis and Skeel and me in remorseless grip!


  “It held us beneath the ovoid as though that immense thing of light from which it branched was contemplating us. And somehow in my mind then I knew without shadow of doubt that the ovoid was contemplating us, was examining and inspecting us by means of strange senses somewhere inside its glowing mass of light, senses having nothing to do with any senses we knew but operating on planes entirely different. Its vast will, mind, beat out on us tangibly.


  “Skeel’s cry came thinly to my ears over the soft roar of the towering ovoid. ‘The brain of the earth! The Eskimos were right—it’s the brain of the earth!’


  “ ‘The brain of the earth! The Earth-Brain!’ Travis and I mouthed the cry in stupefaction.


  “For somehow we knew, knew absolutely, that it was the brain of the living earth that towered here and that held us, this awful ovoid of light poised in its mountain-chamber at the top of earth. This stupendous intelligence which saw and heard and somehow represented all the colours and sounds existing in its body, the earth! And whose light-tentacles ran down like animating sinews through its great earth-body!


  “The Eskimos had been right. Their legends had told truth when they said that this mountain at the frozen top of earth held the brain of earth, and that it cared not how men moved upon its mighty earth-body so long as they approached not that body’s brain, its self!


  “For earth was but body to this great brain! And just as microbes move upon a human body without even knowing that it is a living thing and not a great inanimate mass they exist on, so had men moved and lived upon its body, the earth, without ever dreaming that the huge body was animated by a vast kind of life so different from their own that they had deemed it lifeless!


  “Men had moved and lived so upon the living earth for ages, generation after generation of tiny parasites upon it, but now three of those parasites in the person of ourselves had had the audacity to approach the earth’s brain, here at earth’s top; had disregarded the Earth-Brain’s warning tremors of uneasiness at our approach and had penetrated despite them to its inmost chamber, here to the Earth-Brain itself that now had seized us and was examining us!


  “ ‘Those tentacles of light!’ Travis was yelling thinly in my ear. ‘They must run down from this Earth-Brain like muscles through all earth!’


  “ ‘Yes—we know now what caused those tremors, what causes earthquakes!’ I cried.


  “The light-tentacles drew us closer to the Earth-Brain! Can you picture that scene? The great ovoid of light holding us with one of its tentacles, inspecting us? Yes, the Earth-Brain was examining us as a man might take and examine three tiny parasites or insects whom he had not noticed upon his body until they became too bold!


  “And still upon us, through us, beat the Earth-Brain’s will! The impact of that will was tangible, overwhelming. It seemed partly to replace, to usurp, my own will and mind. It seemed that I was not only Clark Landon, but also part of the Earth-Brain that held me. By the strange, unhuman expressions of Travis and Skeel I knew they experienced the same thing.


  “I felt a withdrawal of interest from Clark Landon’s petty affairs and viewpoints. My mind seemed to leap beyond his little concerns to infinitely vaster things. And yet I knew somewhere in my consciousness that it was not my own mind that leapt thus, but the mere reflection or echo in my mind of the Earth-Brain holding me.


  “How can I tell what I seemed to feel? It was as though for the time I was part of that great Earth-Brain, was thinking as it thought and seeing things as it saw them. It was as though, like it, my mind was cased not in any tiny body of colloids and bones and blood-compounds, but in a vast body endowed with a totally different sort of life. As though my great body was a planet, its stupendous frame of stone and its circulating life-fluid the cataracts of flowing fire in its interior! As though all the multitudes of land and water forms of life that swarmed upon my vast body were as unnoticeable and unimportant to me, intent on my own vast affairs, as microbes to the human upon whose body they live.


  “It seemed that I, the Earth-Brain now and not Clark Landon, sat here in this brain-chamber at the top of my earth-body. Poised here, I was as aware of all my great body as a man is of his arms and legs. For down into my earth-body ran the tentacles of light that extended to the uttermost parts of earth, the muscular system by which I moved my earth-body at will.


  “I moved one of those mighty muscles of light and the answering movement of my earth-body was a great quake on the other side of earth! Another of my muscles twitched and an avalanche crashed somewhere else on earth! I paid no attention whatever to the verminous tiny things dwelling upon my body, often annihilated in hordes by my earth-body movements.


  “And I, the Earth-Brain, and my great earth-body, were not stationary but moving! My great body was racing at awful speed through vast leagues of infinite space! Far off across those immensities of space I was aware of other living earths, other planets, some larger and some smaller than I, but each living in the same vast way as I lived, each with its own great Brain!


  “Yes, and from those other living earths there came to me across the void messages, communication. I, Clark Landon, could not even dimly comprehend the nature of that communication which I, the Earth-Brain, carried on. But it was constant and unbroken, a strange speaking of living earth to earth across the void, an exchange of thoughts, of purpose—


  “For purpose there was in the way in which I and those other mighty Brains moved our planet-bodies through space. It was not by mere blind chance, haphazardly, that we moved, but consciously, deliberately, carrying out together some vast purposeful design. Circling and moving with superhuman exactness, a colossal, geometrical march of vast living earth-things through space!


  “And even as I, Clark Landon, thus seemed to share the superhuman viewpoints and purposes of the Earth-Brain that held us, so did I share dimly its attitude toward ourselves. In one part of my intelligence I was still Clark Landon, held with Travis and Skeel helpless by a thing of mystery and terror. But in another part of my mind I was the Earth-Brain, inspecting these three tiny parasites who had dared penetrate my brain-chamber.


  “For I, the Earth-Brain, had never bothered in one way or another with the numberless verminous parasites that dwelt on my earth-body, except that when any had dared approach the mountain at my body’s top that held encased myself, I had warned and driven them back by movements and tremors of my body.


  “But these three had not been driven back but had come on with insane temerity until they had penetrated this dwelling-chamber of mine where none of their kind ever had penetrated before. And I, the Earth-Brain, had found their audacity so unprecedented and unexpected that I had grasped these three insect-things, was examining them!


  “In so much did I, Clark Landon, share somehow the Earth-Brain’s thoughts as those thoughts beat like tangible force through us. And I was aware, even as Travis and Skeel and I struggled vainly against the light-tentacle’s grip, of the Earth-Brain’s desire to inspect one of us more closely. I was not surprised when another light-tentacle whipped out from its base and grasped Skeel, raised him high in the air close beside the Earth-Brain, Travis and I still held by the first tentacle on the floor.


  “Travis and I ceased our struggles, watched in a sort of paralysis of terror as Skeel was raised high beside the Earth-Brain. The glowing light of the great ovoid seemed to beat out through him as the tentacle turned him this way and that like a helpless puppet.


  “The Earth-Brain was examining him, I knew, for there still held me that curious duality of mind in which I was at the same time Clark Landon and the Earth-Brain. Even as I, Landon, watched from below my comrade Skeel, I, the Earth-Brain, was inspecting curiously this tiny thing I held and concerning which I was casually interested.


  “It was I, the Earth-Brain, who shot forth from myself another light-tentacle to grasp this tiny living thing. And then suddenly with a red crash of horror I was no longer the Earth-Brain at all but was Clark Landon, screaming wildly with Travis and shaking impotent little hands up at the Earth-Brain. For with those two tentacles it had casually torn Skeel’s living body into halves!


  “The tentacles held the two torn red things of broken flesh and bone that a moment before had been Herbert Skeel closer to the Earth-Brain’s towering ovoid. The Earth-Brain was inspecting them, as calmly and dispassionately as a man might tear apart an insect and examine its interior structure.


  “ ‘Skeel!’ Travis was screaming raggedly over the unceasing soft roar. ‘The thing’s killed Skeel!’


  “ ‘It’s vivisected him!’ I cried. ‘I’ll kill the damned thing—I’ll kill it!’


  “I was struggling insanely to reach the automatic in my belt, but held in the light-tentacle’s grasp with Travis, I could not move my arms an inch.


  “The Earth-Brain still was examining the broken body of Skeel. The great ovoid’s changing colours still raced and swam, its roar of merged sounds unceasing and its mighty will still flooding tangibly through us and giving us that queer sense of identity with the Earth-Brain. But that sense was overwhelmed in me now by my wild fury at seeing Skeel, the comrade of Travis and myself for so long, slain so terribly before our eyes.


  “Travis and I were mouthing wild threats at the towering ovoid. The Earth-Brain paid no more attention to us than might a man to the waving antennae of ants beneath his feet. It broke the halves of Skeel’s body into smaller pieces. After a moment’s inspection it dropped these red fragments, and the two tentacles that had held them shot down towards Travis and me!


  “They grasped Travis and swung him up toward the Earth-Brain’s side as Skeel had been swung, to vivisect him as Skeel had been vivisected. The other tentacle of light still held me on the floor. But in the moment Travis had been taken by the two, the grip of it upon me had perforce for an instant loosened, and in that instant I had ripped my pistol from my belt. Now as Travis was raised toward the Earth-Brain I aimed in a flash and fired a stream of steel-jacketed bullets up into the Earth-Brain’s mighty ovoid of light.


  “It was in the sheer madness of insane fury that I shot thus into the Earth-Brain, for I had no conscious hope of hurting in the least that terrific thing of tangible light and force in which its intelligence was embodied. But certain it is that even unconsciously I had no expectation of the cataclysmic reactions that took place the instant after my bullets tore into the Earth-Brain’s ovoid of light.


  “The Earth-Brain flamed pure crimson instantly, the crimson of leaping hell-fires and raging holocausts, the red of a superhuman, stupendous wrath. Colossal anger emanated from it at the same moment like a wave of destroying force, and as that cosmic wrath swept through me I knew that I had committed blackest sin against the universe in daring to attack the brain of the living earth-body upon which dwelt I and all my tiny race!


  “And as the Earth-Brain blazed blinding crimson in rage, all its great tentacles or light-muscles whipped and twisted in a wild convulsion of insensate wrath! Travis was flung against the cavern’s wall and smashed into red pulp by the impact; I was hurled as wildly and struck not the cavern wall but the mouth of the tunnel down which we had come, and all earth seemed shaking with a tremendous grinding roar of shifting rock as the tentacles running down from the Earth-Brain into it convulsed.


  “The Earth-Brain had for the moment gone mad with sheer rage and its earth-body was shaking and quaking in that mad spasm. I staggered to my feet. The mountain, the great cavern and the tunnel in whose mouth I was standing, were rocking about me like a leaf in the wind. The Earth-Brain, in its mad excess of rage at having been attacked, had for the moment even forgotten me, who had dared make that attack, and was reacting in an insensate convulsion of fury that was shaking the whole upper part of its earth-body, the whole polar region!


  “I stumbled away from that awful spectacle of the Earth-Brain’s crimson-flaming ovoid of light, up into the tunnel. It was mindless terror that made me struggle up the tunnel whose terrific shakings flung me this way and that. I knew that in a moment when the Earth-Brain’s first wild rage subsided it would remember me and its vengeance would crash upon me.


  “I cannot tell now for how many minutes I fought my way up that tunnel, thrown from my feet each time I staggered erect by the wild pitchings of the mountain around me; crawling crazily upward on hands and knees with the terrific grinding of rock-masses beneath and around me like the last roar of doom in my ears. I saw ahead the white circle of light that was the tunnel’s opening just as the first awful quakes began to subside, as the Earth-Brain’s first convulsive rage began to calm.


  “I knew the Earth-Brain would now remember me and I flung myself forward, out of the dark tunnel into the daylight on the mountain’s side. Below and far away stretched the glittering ice-fields but now they were heaved and rumpled like waves of a mighty sea, piling here and there in mountainous ridges and attesting the violence of the great quake that had just shaken them.


  “Down the mountain’s icy side I started by the path Travis and Skeel and I had cut in ascending. There came a roar from above and an avalanche of ice and rock poured down on me from the mountain’s upper side. I flattened myself beneath the angle of the slant in the side and it roared over and past me. The Earth-Brain had indeed remembered, knew where I was upon its body and was seeking to slay me!


  “Thrice it tried to destroy me as I struggled down the mountain’s side. Twice other avalanches were shaken loose upon me, each almost annihilating me, and once the whole mountain shook violently as though to dislodge me and send me tumbling to death. God, what a weird progress was that of mine down the mountain, with the Earth-Brain, with earth itself, trying to destroy me!


  “I do not know yet by what chance I evaded those tremendous attacks and got to the ice-field at the mountain’s bottom, bruised and terror-dazed. I looked to where our camp had been and there was but Noskat and one sledge and three dogs. Shan and the other sledge and dogs had been caught and annihilated by the shifting ice. Noskat ran toward me.


  “He was babbling madly of the vengeance of the Earth-Brain, of the mighty quake that had killed Shan and the dogs and shaken terribly the earth itself. I cut him short, and we fled southward from the mountain over the ice-fields. Before we had travelled two hours a strong quake shook violently the ice over which we were travelling. A crevice opened suddenly ahead of us that we almost fell into.


  “Noskat cried to me that we might as well die, that we had offended the Earth-Brain and that wherever we went upon its body, the earth, it would know and would try to kill us. But I pressed on, motivated only by the insane desire to put more and more distance between myself and that towering ice-mountain in whose heart the Earth-Brain poised.


  “The next week was like one in a strange inferno, an icy hell of cold in which we pushed south with the Earth-Brain’s vengeance ever following closely. Nine times during that week we were menaced by violent quakes that shook the ice over which we travelled. How we escaped those suddenly opening crevices and marching ice-ridges and terrific shocks, I cannot now dream. Terror, a terror not of the quakes but of the Earth-Brain causing them, drove us on.


  “It came to me during that week of hell that Travis and Skeel had been luckier in being slain outright by the Earth-Brain than had I, with this remorseless vengeance of that mighty ovoid of light and intelligence pursuing me. Yet with that mad persistence that still actuated me, I pushed on. Toward the week’s end Noskat’s strength failed. With him in the sledge, dying and babbling of the Earth-Brain, I struggled south and at last reached the ship.


  “To the ship’s officers, who talked excitedly of the great cataclysm that had almost destroyed the vessel and that had seemed to centre where Travis and Skeel and I had been, I lied. I said that there had been a terrific quake and that Travis and Skeel and Shan had been killed in it. Noskat died without regaining consciousness and there was none to contradict me. The ship started south.


  “I prayed as we sailed southward that the Earth-Brain would pursue me no farther, but I feared—I feared. My fear was justified, for as the ship passed close to the shore of Grinnell Land, a projecting glacier broke and hurled out a huge mass of ice that barely missed the ship. Two days later an undersea disturbance almost swamped us. The ship’s crew talked of unsettled conditions, of earth-faults caused by the great polar quake; but I knew the truth, knew that my prayer was not answered and that still the Earth-Brain’s vengeance followed me.


  “We finally reached Halifax, and there I saw that the Earth-Brain would not reek of killing all my race if it could slay me, who had dared attack it. For, two days after we reached Halifax, came a terrible quake that destroyed half the city and killed thousands of its people. I escaped again, by the mere chance of being in an open park when the quake began.


  “The newspapers quoted the scientists as saying, like the ship’s men, that the great polar quake I had gone through had somehow caused faults in earths’s interior structure which had resulted in this quake. I knew how far they were from the truth, knew the Earth-Brain had moved its vast earth-body and caused that quake solely to kill me.


  “I fled from Halifax, whose dead seemed to point accusingly at me who had brought the Earth-Brain’s death upon them. I took a boat to Norway and the day I arrived there came a quake that did great damage. By then I knew enough to stay out of buildings that might crash upon me, even sleeping in the open air. I went on from Norway to Russia.


  “Russia had a series of three devastating quakes, the third one of which almost got me despite my precautions. When I fled on to Egypt it was worse, for my presence in Alexandria brought a quake and tidal wave that killed more innocent thousands. When I headed north again to Italy, the peninsula was racked by unprecedented quakes and landslides during my stay. And when I went on to England the quakes followed me.


  “I knew that sooner or later, despite my carefulness to stay out of buildings and away from mountains and hills that might loose avalanches on me, one of these quakes would get me, the Earth-Brain’s vengeance would find me. But I fled on, took a boat home. I arrived in New York today, and you, Morris, saw what happened.


  “You saw that when I had not been in New York more than a few hours there came an earth-tremor. To the people here it seemed only a tremor. But to me it was warning and knowledge, knowledge that the Earth-Brain knew of my presence here, that it was still seeking to slay me with the movements of its great earth-body.


  “Yes, following me still with deadly purpose! And that is why I dare not stay here in New York, Morris. If I did stay, sooner or later the Earth-Brain would again attempt to kill me with an earthquake or tidal wave that might kill more innocent thousands or tens of thousands here. I have the blood of enough people now on my head without wanting more killed on my account. So I must go on, must leave here now before I bring doom on New York from the Earth-Brain’s endeavours to take my life.”


  That was the story Clark Landon told me in my New York apartment the morning of the tremor. He left the city despite all I could say, a few hours afterward. I parted from him at the station where he took a train to New Orleans. I never saw Landon again but I followed his movements from that time until the end, and will summarise them briefly here.


  The train Landon took to New Orleans was derailed by a sudden earth-tremor when a few hundred miles from its destination. Landon escaped, according to the newspaper casualty lists, though a score of people were killed and more injured. There were several earth-shocks of varying violence while Landon was in New Orleans, but they ceased after he took a banana boat to Mexico.


  Ten days later I read of a violent quake that had destroyed the town of Tegulcipan, in northern Mexico, and the neighbouring villages of Causo and Santlione. The newspaper dispatches estimated the dead at fifty and mentioned the escape of an American staying in Tegulcipan, Clark Landon.


  Landon went southward and a more or less continuous series of earthquakes followed him. At Progreso, in Yucatan, a double quake laid practically every structure in ruins and slew three-fourths of the population. Again I saw Clark Landon mentioned as one who had escaped, and it was said he had started for Guatemala.


  At Guatemala came the end. The day after Landon arrived came the first terrifying rumblings of an earthquake of tremendous violence. The radio and cable stories told of the unexpected suddenness with which the earth heaved violently and with which vast crevices began opening in it. They told also of the curious suicide of an American named Clark Landon, which took place as the quake started.


  According to these dispatches, Landon, when the quake started, had rushed into the street along which crevices were opening and had shouted madly as though adjuring someone or something to stop the quake. The shocks becoming each moment more violent, Landon had shouted something about surrendering himself and stopping these quakes devastating earth, and had rushed to the nearest crevice and thrown himself into it. According to those who saw, the crevice closed instantly upon him.


  With Landon’s death the quake stopped almost at once, the tremors subsiding. Though a few of Guatemala’s buildings were shaken down and much glass shattered, there was no other damage and so Guatemala had cause for rejoicing. It was only after the first sensational stories of the quake and its sudden stop had filled the papers that they carried the minor detail of Landon’s strange suicide.


  The quake at Guatemala was the last of the series of earthquakes that for almost two years had wrought destruction over earth’s surface. There have been minor tremors and movements since, of course, but no such succession of cataclysms as that which began with the great polar quake and moved here and there over earth until it ended at Guatemala.


  That is all of the story, and I, Morris, intend to attach to it no explanation or attempt at explanation. It must end not with explanations but with questions, questions that may have their answer in known natural causes or that can be answered, perhaps, only by the incredible tale Clark Landon told me that morning.


  Was the tale the literal truth? Did Landon and Travis and Skeel actually penetrate that icy mountain at earth’s top to find there the Earth-Brain, the vast mind that has this earth for body? Was it because Landon attacked that Earth-Brain that for two years earth was racked by quakes?


  Certain it is that that terrible series of quakes did follow Landon over earth’s surface. Whether that was by coincidence only, or whether those quakes were the deliberate movements of its huge earth-body by which the Earth-Brain was striving to kill Landon, as he believed, there will be different minds.


  And what of that last quake at Guatemala, where Landon flung himself into the crevice after madly adjuring the Earth-Brain to stop its destruction? There can be no doubt that Landon saw himself as bringing endless death and destruction on innocent cities and peoples by his mere continued living, and that he felt at last that only by sacrificing himself would the Earth-Brain’s vengeance be satisfied, and the quakes cease.


  Here again it is certain that no sooner had Landon flung himself into that crevice in the Guatemala street than the quake there stopped, the whole series of quakes stopped. Was that, too, by chance only? Or was it that Landon’s sacrifice was not in vain, that with his death the Earth-Brain’s revenge was accomplished?


  It is with such questions and not with explanations, as I said, that the story must end. We cannot say whether up in its mountain-chamber at earth’s top sits that mighty ovoid of sentient light that Landon called the Earth-Brain, whether we who consider ourselves masters of all are not but a race of microscopic parasites dwelling upon the vast and strangely living body of that Earth-Brain. It may be that we shall never be able to say, and I think that that is best. I think it is infinitely best that we, who know so much so certainly, do not know this thing.


  THE MAN WITH X-RAY EYES


  Wonder Stories, November 1933


  DR. JACKSON, TALL and thin and gray, listened in half-fascinated doubt to his caller’s rush of words. They swept on, quick, eager, convincing. He was young, this dark-haired, vivid-faced fellow who had given his name as David Winn. His arguments rang with the confidence of youth as yet unacquainted with defeat.


  Winn gesticulated, motioned colorfully to drive home his arguments. His clear voice echoed from the walls of Dr. Homer’s long laboratory, set delicate brass and nickel instruments on the shelves and vessels of shimmering glass on the tables to quivering, drifted out of the open window to be lost in the morning confusion of a sunny crosstown street of New York.


  “You can’t refuse!” Winn asserted. “It means a human being to test your process on, and you admit that you want to try it on a human.”


  “I would like to very much, yes,” Dr. Homer sighed. “It would complete my investigation. But I had not thought of being able to do so until you volunteered—the risks—”


  “What risks?” challenged young David Winn. “You’ve done the thing to a dozen animals from dog to monkey, haven’t you, without changing anything in them except their eyesight?”


  “The eyesight alteration is change enough,” Dr. Homer said. “You say that you are a newspaper reporter and not a scientist. Do you realize exactly what my process involves?”


  “Of course I do,” David Winn answered. “I read the newspaper accounts of it thoroughly, from the first mention of your work that appeared three months ago.


  “That first article said that you, Dr. Homer, the eminent biologist of Manhattan Foundation, believed that you could change the eyes of animals so that they could see through stone and metal and such substances as easily as through glass.


  “You proposed to do this by making the retinas of those animals’ eyes sensitive to certain ultra-violet vibrations instead of light-vibrations. They would see by these ultra-violet radiations instead of by light, and since all inorganic matter is transparent to these particular vibrations, so would it be transparent to their eyes.”


  Dr. Homer nodded. “Yes, that was a fairly correct statement of my purpose in undertaking this series of experiments. I was sure I could make animal eyes capable of seeing through solid matter.”


  Winn leaned forward. “Then, two weeks ago, the papers said that you had succeeded. You had so changed the sensitivity of the eyes of several animals that they saw by the ultra-violet waves and could look straight through stone or metal or any inorganic substance. They could not see through living things or matter derived from living things, as these particular vibrations would not penetrate organic matter.


  “That article added that you were of the opinion that you could change human eyes in just the same way by altering the retina’s sensitivity, and that a man whose eyes were so treated could see through stone and brick walls, through metal of any kind, in fact, could see through almost everything except living beings and such part of their clothing and possessions as were of organic matter.”


  David Winn’s face lit. “That’s why I came here to volunteer as a test-subject for your process! I want you to change my eyes so that I too will be able to look through solid matter as though it didn’t exist!”


  “But why?” Dr. Homer asked him keenly. “Just why do you want this power of looking through doors and walls at will?”


  “Not for criminal purposes, if that is what you are thinking of,” Winn told him.


  “Yes, that is what was in my mind,” Dr. Homer admitted. “I can take no chance of turning loose on this city a criminal who is able to see through its walls as though they were glass.”


  “I can satisfy you that I’ve no criminal ideas,” David Winn assured him. “I told you I was a newspaper reporter. I’m a young one, an inexperienced one. But once I had this power, I would be the greatest reporter who ever lived!


  “Do you see what I mean? If I can look through walls and see what people are doing behind closed doors, I can get stories no other reporter can get. I can even see what people are saying behind closed doors—I’ve practised lip-reading during the last few weeks in anticipation.”


  The young man’s face gleamed, enthusiasm in his eyes as he bent forward. Dr. Homer considered him. “So that is it—you want my process to make you the reporter who sees everything?”


  “That’s what I want, to see everything!” Winn declared. “Why, within weeks this power of mine would bring me a better job and a bigger salary than any other reporter in the country!”


  “You wish me to change your eyesight because it will bring you a larger salary?” the scientist asked. “You must want that increased salary very badly.”


  David Winn smiled. “I do, and the reason is the usual one—a girl. Marta Ray and I are very much in love with each other, but a cub’s salary wouldn’t be much when we’re married. But on the salary I’ll make when I start seeing through doors and walls—”


  “And you’re willing to undergo this change of eyesight to get that,” Dr. Homer commented. “You understand, once your eyes were changed in this way the process could not be undone?”


  “Why should anyone want it undone?” Winn countered. “If I can just get that power, I’ll be satisfied to keep it and to use it.”


  Dr. Homer thought in silence for a time. His brows knit. He looked out through the window at the noisy morning traffic in the street below. From the window, his gaze went to a long white table over whose end was suspended an upright mechanism of brass and steel and quartz.


  The scientist walked over to the instrument, fingered its connections. David Winn watched him intently. Dr. Homer suddenly turned.


  “I am going to use the process on your eyes, Winn,” he said. “But there are conditions.”


  He raised a rigid finger. “First, if the process does succeed with your eyes, you are to tell absolutely no one of your power.”


  “I agree to that,” Winn said quickly.


  “Second, you will promise never to use that power for criminal or vindictive purposes.”


  “I do promise,” David Winn told him. “And now? You’ll do the thing at once?”


  “I might as well,” said the scientist. He seemed torn by doubts. “I don’t know—I may be doing wrong in this, but I’ve got to see if the human retina reacts like the others. Yes, I’ll do it at once,” he went on.


  “The process will take less than two hours—of course you’ll have to be anaesthetized during it.”


  Under his direction, David Winn removed coat and vest and climbed up onto the white table and stretched out.


  Dr. Homer swung the suspended instrument over him, carefully adjusted its tubes until twin quartz lenses were directly over the eyes of the prostrate young man. He then placed ready on a smaller table, glass containers of pink and green solutions, instruments, and droppers.


  He swung the tube of an anaesthetic-gas apparatus toward Winn’s face, then held its rubber nose-piece in his hand.


  “All ready?” he said.


  “All ready,” David Winn smiled. “If all goes well I’ll be seeing you—and much else—in two hours.”


  Dr. Homer nodded. “If all goes well,” he repeated. “Here goes.”


  The gas-apparatus hissed—


  The Man with the X-Rays Eyes


  David Winn opened his eyes and looked up from the table on which he lay. He saw the anxious face of Dr. Homer bending over him. There seemed a faint violet tinge in the light, but David Winn could see no other change. Had the process failed?


  Then as he looked up past Dr. Homer’s face, he gasped. He was looking up through the ceiling of the laboratory as though no ceiling was there! He was looking up at the bottom of a table, several chairs, and two white-coated scientists busy with flames and tubes, all seemingly suspended miraculously in the air a dozen feet above him.


  And above these, in turn, David Winn could see other objects and other men suspended in the same way. Level above level he could see as clearly as though the ceilings and floors dividing them did not exist, far up through the great building’s many levels to the open air.


  Then the explanation came in full force to David Winn’s half-dazed mind. He struggled up to a sitting position.


  “You did it, then!” he exclaimed. “The process succeeded!”


  “Did it?” Dr. Homer asked him keenly. “Has your vision changed any?”


  “Changed?” Winn drew a long breath. “I’ll say that it’s changed. Why, I can see through the ceilings above and the walls and even this table I’m sitting on, as though they didn’t exist!”


  It was true. To David Winn’s eyes, the walls, floors and ceilings of the building had vanished. He could see up through level above level into the open air. In each level he saw only the human beings, their clothing, wooden doors and tables; only organic matter.


  He could look down through similar levels to the surface of the ground below. It occurred to him that he saw the ground only because it was so intermixed with organic matter in its upper layer.


  Dr. Homer helped him to clamber down from the metal table. Winn seemed to himself to be standing on empty space, the tile floor invisible to his sight. It was an eery sensation.


  He took a few steps tentatively across the room and blundered into something invisible that upset with a crash.


  Winn made a wry face. “I’ll have to look out for metal furniture, won’t I? But it’s wonderful—wonderful—”


  Dr. Homer’s face held excitement. “You can see only organic matter, then, the same as my animal subjects?”


  “Just the same,” said David Winn. Elation was beginning to replace his bewilderment. “Think of it, I’m looking straight through the walls! The reporter who cart see through walls!”


  “You’ve no regrets, then, that you underwent the process?” the scientist asked, and Winn laughed.


  “Regrets? I wish that I’d been born this way. I’m going to see the world as it reality is from now on, and not just the walls behind which it hides!”


  He put on his hat and maneuvered to the door, Dr. Homer helping him. He grasped the invisible door-knob.


  “I’ll be back tomorrow to make whatever scientific tests you want, doctor. Just now I’m eager to make use of my power.”


  “Be careful,” Dr. Homer warned. “Take it easy until you learn how to navigate,” David Winn closed the door, walked down a hall and invisible stairs carefully, and emerged into the street.


  Crowded New York was an astounding spectacle to his eyes now that he saw only the living and organic matter in it.


  The great buildings of stone and steel had largely vanished to his sight and he now saw only the level above level of working people and miscellaneous organic objects they contained.


  He could see none of the automobiles and buses thronging the street before him. His eyes beheld only groups of people in sitting posture rushing to and fro suspended in the air.


  He set off for his newspaper-office. It was but two blocks away, but before he reached it, David Winn had almost been run down at intersections by two taxicabs invisible to his eyes; had been roundly cursed by a man pushing a metal hand-truck along the sidewalk, which he had run into; and had tripped twice over objects he could not see.


  When he got into the city-room of his paper, it presented as weird an appearance as the street. Men sat at desks invisible to his eyes, using invisible telephones and typewriters. Winn threaded cautiously through them to the city-editor’s desk.


  The editor, Ray Lanham, looked up as he approached and tossed a scrap of paper toward him.


  “Where have you been all morning, Winn?” he asked. “Here’s a list of some of the most prominent men in the city—I want you to get as many of them as you can to state their opinion on the latest disclosures of civic graft.”


  “This assignment ought to be easy enough for you,” Lanham added. “Phone in what you get in time for the rewrite.” David Winn smiled as he pocketed the slip of paper. “Don’t hunt easy assignments for me, for from now on I’m the best reporter you’ve got,” he said. “In one week all the newspapers in this town will be begging me to work for them.”


  Civic Corruption


  Grinning to himself at the editor’s dumbfounded face, he walked out of the office and reached the street.


  When he saw a taxi-driver sailing along amid the weird throng of rushing figures in the street, David Winn hailed him and entered the cab he could not see. He sped downtown in eery progress.


  The first name on his list was that of Roscoe Saulton, candidate for governor. Winn left the cab at the Saulton Campaign Headquarters, and found his way up through the invisible walls and stairs and floors to the suite of offices he wished to reach.


  He found two other newspapermen waiting to see Roscoe Saulton on the same matter, and Saulton was just appearing from the inner offices. His big, good-humored face was wreathed in a welcoming smile.


  His face sobered as David Winn put his question. It became almost stern.


  “I have only the strongest condemnation for all forms of civic graft,” he declared, “This rottenness that has been uncovered in our body politics must be destroyed!”


  “Can we quote you as saying that if elected you will do all in your power to cleanse municipal politics?” one of the reporters asked, and Saulton nodded vigorously.


  “You may, and I hope that you make it emphatic. I am seeking the office of governor only that I may serve the people, and I know no better way to serve them than to smash this political ring of chicanery and fraud that has long disgraced this city.”


  He shook hands heartily with them. “Good day, gentlemen—and remember that I am always glad to see you.”


  As Roscoe Saulton returned to the inner offices and the other two newspapermen went out, David Winn lingered.


  He could look through the walls into the inner office to which Saulton had gone, and could see Saulton and the half-dozen other cigar-smoking men in that office as clearly as though the intervening walls did not exist.


  Winn could see the movement of their lips and read from it what they were saying. Saulton had sunk into a chair and was speaking to one of the others.


  “More damn reporters to get my opinion on graft,” he was saying. “They’ve kept me busy damning the organization up and down all morning.”


  The other men grinned. “Don’t damn it too hard when you’re relying on it to put you into office next month, Saulton,” one of them said.


  Another contradicted. “Go as far as you like with your denunciations,” he advised the candidate. “It doesn’t hurt the organization a bit and it will get you votes.”


  “Well, once I’m in the governor’s chair, I’ll give short shrift to these pussyfooting reformers,” Roscoe Saulton growled, “but right now I’ve got to coddle them along, worse luck.”


  David Winn’s absorbed watch was interrupted by a secretary who came up to him in the outer office.


  “Is anything the matter?” the man asked. “You’ve been staring at the wall for minutes.”


  Winn turned. “Oh, just a little absent-minded, I guess. Good day.”


  Winn walked out of the building to the street. He felt disgusted to the core of his being.


  So this was Roscoe Saulton, the gubernatorial candidate whose integrity was unquestioned! A pseudo-reformer who denounced political graft even while he used it to reach office.


  Others, everyone, might be taken in, but the truth could not be hidden from the eyes of David Winn. He had looked through the walls behind which Saulton thought himself secure, had seen the real Roscoe Saulton.


  He looked at the next name on his list. It was that of James Willingdon, financier and mining-magnate and philanthropist whose eminence was known over the whole nation. Winn got another cab to take him to Willingdon and Company’s Wall Street offices.


  He was passed through a half-dozen secretaries and underlings until he at last reached the office of James Willingdon’s personal secretary and explained his errand. The secretary was beautifully courteous.


  “Mr. Willingdon is engaged in an important business conference, but I will see whether he can see you for a moment. Will you please wait here?”


  David Winn looked after the secretary as he went through an invisible wall into the next office. There were a dozen men in that room, gathered round a long table. Winn saw them as clearly as though there were no wall separating them.


  He saw James Willingdon himself at the head of the table, a man of fifty with a gray face, steely gray eyes, and a straight, erect figure. Willingdon was speaking to the others at the table.


  Winn could read the movement of his lips as clearly as though he were hearing the words issuing from them. “I tell you, it’s the best proposition any of us have ever had,” James Willingdon was saying. “We announce United Mines, and with our names and the publicity we’ll give it, the public will fall over itself to buy the stock. When it’s gone high enough we’ll unload without warning.”


  “What if the public learns what has happened afterward?” a tall, anxious-looking man queried. “We wouldn’t be very popular, I can assure you.”


  “There’s no chance they’ll even suspect—we’ll simply assert that bear raiders broke the stock’s value and that we lost more than anyone else!” James Willingdon answered. “They’ll never question it any more than they ever have before.”


  “Very well, we’re with you, Willingdon,” another said. “But remember, no double-crossing—we sell at the same time.”


  The personal secretary who had been hovering close by came quickly forward and spoke to the financier.


  David Winn saw Willingdon excuse himself to the others and come with the secretary out into the room where he waited.


  James Willingdon’s face wore a smile of perfect-seeming sincerity as he shook Winn’s hand.


  “I can spare you only a moment, Mr. Winn,” he said, “for some of my associates and I are busy planning a project that will mean great things for this country—yes, great things.


  “But my secretary said that you wanted my opinion of the recent graft-disclosures, and my duty as a citizen comes before all else. As a citizen of this municipality, I want to put on record my utter detestation of all such wrong-doing as has just been disclosed.”


  David Winn went out of the place with a bitter smile. So James Willingdon, great financier and revered philanthropist, was—just a crook. Just another like Roscoe Saulton.


  It came to Winn as he emerged into the street that his new eyesight gave him more than the power to look through walls—it gave with it the power to look through the falsities of ordinary existence into the true hearts of men.


  Ten minutes later, David Winn was putting his question to the third man on his list, one of the overlords of the clothing industry.


  The clothing-magnate spoke eloquently against civic corruption. He dwelt on the horror of defrauding poor as well as rich. He mentioned Lincoln and Washington. But David Winn was not listening.


  The offices of this man were on the ground floor of the great block of buildings that housed his shops. Winn looked through the offices’ walls as though they did not exist, was staring into those far-stretching factory-divisions.


  He saw the long rows of pinched-looking, pale-faced girls and women bent over machines, working like so many automatons without looking up. He saw panting youths struggling with hand-trucks of clothing and fabrics and furs through ill-lit, ill-ventilated corridors and rooms.


  Winn avoided shaking hands with the denouncer of graft and escaped into the street. He felt a revulsion.


  He walked along the street, forgetting his further names for the time, and found himself passing a curious structure.


  Its walls were transparent to his eyes like those of all the other buildings in sight, of course. But its interior seemed divided into a great number of very small rooms.


  There were men crowded in nearly all the rooms, as far back into the structure as he saw. Some of the men lay in stupefied sleep. Others gazed longingly into the streets.


  The Horrors of the City Revealed


  It was a prison. Winn saw the guards in the corridors between the cells, the debased character of many of the occupants, the unconquerable dirtiness, as clearly as though there were no walls and bars between.


  He had many times passed the stately gray stone building before, but never until now had he seen through the stone front to the foulness and misery within. He passed hurriedly on.


  But the next building was worse. It was a large hospital. He had passed this, too, many times in the past, and had admired the neatness of the big brick building with its gleaming sun-rooms and other rooms showing their expanse of shining glass window.


  But now David Winn’s eyes saw nothing of the neat brick walls, the glistening glass. He looked through brick and plaster and metal to the building’s interior. He saw long rows of mattresses, resting on beds he could not see; hundreds of them.


  Men and women were stretched upon them, and children too. Some were tossing feverishly in the grip of dread diseases. Others shrieked in the agony of pain. He could see men whose limbs were but bandaged stumps, could see children lying supine in casts.


  He gazed up through the level on level of rows of beds and sufferers to the operating-rooms, glimpsed the flash of steel instruments suddenly reddened. He saw the sheet being drawn over the faces of suddenly quiet figures, beheld new sufferers being brought hastily in from the ambulances at the rear. Sick and shaken, David Winn stumbled on.


  He passed quickly the adjoining insanity-hospital, turning his head away from the building through whose transparent walls he could see men and women tearing at the bars of their cells and at themselves, or sitting and staring droolingly into nothingness. He kept his eyes averted until he had turned the corner.


  The grotesque spectacle of the city hummed and swarmed in the warm afternoon sunlight as he went down this street. He hardly knew now where he was going, hardly was aware of the weirdness of the spectacle that the street presented to his eyes. In his soul, a horror was expanding that he could not conquer.


  Now it was a section of the slum-district through which he was passing. But he did not see it as it appeared to the eyes of others in the street, a narrow thoroughfare lined with dingy brick-fronted tenements and noisy with children playing on the worn cobbles He was seeing what lay behind the dingy building-fronts.


  David Winn’s eyes beheld an unimagined dirtiness and squalor through the walls that were transparent to them. He saw large families crowded into a single room, with shabby mattresses piled in a corner showing on what they slept at night. He saw scavenging children returning triumphantly home with revolting food.


  In those rabbit-warrens of filth and darkness, his super-penetrating vision descried every species of crime, breeding and taking place. Men and women sodden with poisonous liquor, he saw, and others pale and flaccid from the drugs they took as he watched. Children were deftly instructed in crime in places whose walls could not bar the gaze of David Winn.


  Winn tried to tell himself that all this had always been, that it was only because he now saw it all that he was so shaken with horror, but it was unavailing. Wherever his steps took him, wherever his eyes fumed, he looked through walls into some new nest of pain or foulness or crime hidden from the light of day.


  He was sick, sick unto his soul. Why, he cried to himself, had he ever been so mad as to let his eyes be changed? Why had he not realized what it would mean? All the wretchedness and wrong-doing and horror of life that was hidden from other men by walls would always be staring him in the face. He would see them always with eyes that penetrated all concealment.


  If his eyes could be changed back to their former state, if the process could be undone—but no, it could never be undone. Dr. Homer had warned him of that. He would always be like this, always descrying through any concealment the horror hidden from all others.


  “God Keep Us Blind—!”


  But if he could get away, with Marta!


  David Winn’s heart leapt to catch at the sudden gleam of hope. In the country there would be fewer walls, less hidden things. They could be married and go there to live, just he and Marta together. Marta loved him and would understand—


  He would go to her, explain to her. Feverishly, David Winn walked northward until he came to the apartment-building he sought. He raced up the invisible stairs and along the hall. His hand was raised to knock on Marta Ray’s door, but he paused as he looked through the transparent wall and saw Marta and her mother.


  They were talking, and their faces were turned half toward him. David Winn read their lips as clearly as though he heard their speech.


  “He said that if his plans worked out we could be married quite soon,” Marta was saying.


  The mother sniffed. “Why you have anything to do with him, I don’t know. David Winn has nothing and never will have anything.”


  “Oh, don’t start that again, mother,” Marta Ray said wearily. “I know David doesn’t amount to much.”


  “Then why are you going to marry him?” her mother demanded.


  “Because David is the best I can get. I have to marry someone, don’t I?” said the girl discontentedly.


  David Winn stood quite motionless outside the door for some moments. Then he turned, and with his face white and strange, went softly down the stairs.


  The police sergeant that night was explaining to Dr. Homer as he led him back along a corridor to the morgue-room.


  “We found your name and address in his pocket when we fished his body out of the river, and thought maybe you could identify him,” he was saying.


  Dr. Homer stepped into the morgue-room, and as the sheet was thrown back he looked steadily at the drowned man.


  He lay with body tensed, and with one hand flung palm-outward against his face, across his eyes.


  “Funny thing about that arm,” the sergeant remarked. “When we found him, his hand was up in front of his eyes like that and we couldn’t move it away.


  “Looks just like he was trying to keep from seeing something, doesn’t it?”


  Dr. Homer nodded sadly as he looked at David Winn. “He was trying to keep from seeing everything. For he saw everything just as he wanted to, and it was too much for him.


  “God keep us blind in this world! Prevent us from the horror of doing what he did, of seeing—too well.”


  THE MAN WHO RETURNED


  Weird Tales, February 1934


  JOHN WOODFORD IN his first moments of returning consciousness was not aware that he was lying in his coffin.


  He had only a dull knowledge that he lay in utter darkness and that there was a close, heavy quality in the air he breathed. He felt very weak and had only a dim curiosity as to where he was and how he had come there.


  He knew that he was not lying in his bedroom at home, for the darkness there was never so complete as this.


  Home? That memory brought others to John Woodford’s dulled brain and he recalled his wife now, and his son.


  He remembered too that he had been ill at home, very ill. And that was all that he could remember.


  What was this place to which he had been brought? Why was the darkness so complete and the silence so unbroken, and why was there no one near him? He was a sick man, and they should have given him better care than this. He lay with a dull irritation at this treatment growing in his mind.


  Then he became aware that breathing was beginning to hurt his lungs, that the air seemed warm and foul. Why did not someone open a window? His irritation grew to such a point that it spurred his muscles into action. He put out his right hand to reach for a bell or a light-button.


  His hand moved slowly only a few inches to the side and then was stopped by an unyielding barrier. His lingers feebly examined it. It seemed a solid wall of wood or metal faced with smooth satin. It extended all along his right side, and when he weakly moved his other arm he found a similar wall on that side too.


  His irritation gave way to mystification. Why in the world had they put him, a sick man, into this narrow place?


  Why, his shoulders rubbed against the sides on either side. He would soon know the reason for it, he told himself. He rose to give utterance to a call that would bring those in attendance on him.


  To his utter amazement his head bumped against a similar silk-lined wall directly above his face. He raised his arms in the darkness and discovered with growing astonishment that this wall or ceiling extended above him from head to foot, like those on either side. He lay upon a similar silk-padded surface. Why in the name of all that was holy had they put him into a silk-lined box like this?


  Woodford’s brain was puzzling this when a minor irritation made itself felt. His collar was hurting him. It was a high, stiff collar and it was pressing into the flesh of his neck. But this again was mystery—that he should be wearing a stiff collar. Why had they dressed a sick man in formal clothes and put him into this box?


  Suddenly John Woodford shrieked, and the echoes of his scream reverberated around his ears like hideous, demoniac laughter. He suddenly knew the answer to it all. He was not a sick man any more at all. He was a dead man! Or at least they had thought him dead and had put him into this coffin and closed it down! He was buried alive!


  The fears of his lifetime had come true; his secret, dark forebodings were hideously realized. From earliest childhood he had feared this very horror, for he had known himself subject to cataleptic sleeps hardly to be distinguished from death. He had had nightmares of premature burial. Even after the proneness to the cataleptic condition seemed to have left him, his fears had clung to him.


  He had never told his wife or son of his fears, but they had persisted. They had inspired him to exact a promise that he would not be embalmed when buried, and would be interred in his private vault instead of in the earth.


  He had thought that in case he were not really dead these provisions might save his life, but now he realized that they only laid him open to the horrible fate he had dreaded. He knew with terrible certainty that he lay now in his coffin in the stone vault in the quiet cemetery. His screams could not be heard outside the vault, probably not even outside the coffin. As long as he had lain in cataleptic sleep he had not breathed, but now that he was awake and breathing, the air in the coffin was rapidly being exhausted and he was doomed to perish of suffocation.


  John Woodford went temporarily mad. He screamed with fear-choked throat, and as he shrieked he clawed with hands and feet at the unyielding satin-covered surfaces around and above him. He beat upward as best he could upon the coffin’s lid with his clenched lists, but the heavy fastenings held firm.


  He yelled until his throat was too swollen to give utterance to further sound. He clawed at the top until he broke his nails against the metal behind the silk padding. He raised his head and beat against the top with it until he fell back half-stunned.


  He lay exhausted for moments, unable to make further efforts. In his brain marched a hideous pageant of horrors. The air seemed much closer and hotter now, seemed to burn his lungs with each breath he inhaled.


  With sudden return of his frenzy he shrieked and shrieked again.


  This would not do. He was in a horrible situation but he must do the best he could not to give way to the horror.


  He had not many minutes left and he must use them in the most rational way possible to try to escape his terrible prison.


  With this resolution a little calm came to him and he began to test his powers of movement. He clenched his fists again and hammered upward. But this did no good. His arms were jammed so close against his body by the coffin’s narrowness that he could not strike a strong blow, nor had he any leverage to push strongly upward.


  What about his feet? Feverishly he tried them, but found his kicks upward even less powerful. He thought of hunching up his knees and thus bursting up the lid, but found that he could not raise his knees high enough, and that when he pressed upward with them against the lid his feet simply slid away on the smooth silk of the coffin’s bottom.


  Now the breaths he drew seared his lungs and nostrils and his brain seemed on fire. He knew his strength was waning and that before long he would lose consciousness. He must do whatever he could swiftly. He felt the soft silk about him and the dreadful irony of it came home to him—he had been placed so lovingly in this death-trap!


  He tried to turn on his side, for he thought now that he might use his shoulders to heave up against the lid. But turning was not easy in the cramped coffin and had to be accomplished by a myriad little hitching movements, an infinitely slow and painful process.


  John Woodford hitched and squirmed desperately until he lay on his left side. He found then that his right shoulder touched the lid above. He braced his left shoulder on the coffin’s bottom and heaved upward with all his strength. There was no result: the lid seemed as immovable as ever.


  He heaved again, despair fast filling his heart. He knew that very soon he would give way and shriek and claw.


  There was already a ringing in his ears. He had not many minutes left. With the utter frenzy of despair he heaved upward again with his shoulder.


  This time there was a grating sound of something giving above. The sound was like the wild peal of thousands of bells of hope to John Woodford’s ears. He heaved quickly again and again at the lid. Paying no attention to the bruising of his shoulder, he pressed upward with every ounce of his strength.


  There was another grating sound, then a snap of metal fastenings breaking, and as he shoved upward with convulsive effort the heavy metal lid swung up and over and struck the stone wall with a deep clang. A flood of cold air struck him. He struggled up over the coffin’s side, dropped a few feet to a stone floor, and lay in a huddled mass.


  It was minutes before he had mastered himself and summoned enough strength to stand up. He stood inside a little vault that held no coffin but his own. Its interior was in darkness save for a. dim shaft of starlight that came through a tiny window high up in one wall.


  John Woodford stumbled to the vault’s heavy iron doors and fumbled at their lock. He had an uncontrollable horror of this place that had almost been the scene of his perishing. The coffin there on the shelf with its lid leaning against the stone wall seemed gaping for him with its dark, cavernous mouth.


  He worked frantically at the lock. What if he were not able to escape from the vault? But the heavy lock was easily manipulated on the inside, he found. He managed to turn its tumbler and shoot its bar and then the heavy iron doors swung open. John Woodford stepped eagerly out into the night.


  He stopped on the vault’s threshold, closing the doors behind him and then looking forth with inexpressible emotions. The cemetery lay in the starlight before him as a dim, ghostly city of looming monuments and vaults.


  Little sheets of ice glinted here and there in the dim light, and the air was biting in its cold. Outside the cemetery’s low wall blinked the lights of the surrounding city.


  Woodford started eagerly across the cemetery, unheeding of the cold. Somewhere across the lights of the city was his home, his wife, and somewhere his son—thinking him dead, mourning him. How glad they would be when he came back to them, alive! His heart expanded as he pictured their amazement and their joy at his return.


  He came to the low stone wall of the cemetery and clambered quickly over it. It was apparently well after midnight, for the cars and pedestrians in sight in this suburban section were few.


  Woodford hurried along the street. He passed people who looked at him in surprise, and only after some time did he realize the oddness of his appearance. A middle-aged man clad in a formal suit and lacking hat and overcoat was an odd person to meet on a suburban street on a winter midnight.


  But he paid small attention to their stares. He did turn up the collar of his frock coat to keep out the cold. But he hardly felt the frigid air in the emotions that filled him. He wanted to get home, to get back to Helen, to witness her stupefaction and dawning joy when she saw him returned from the dead, living.


  A street-car came clanging along and John Woodford stepped quickly out to board it, but almost as quickly stepped back. He had mechanically thrust his hand into his pocket and found it quite empty. That was to be expected, of course. They didn’t put money in a dead man’s clothes. No matter, he would soon be there on foot.


  As he reached the section in which his home was located, he glanced in a store-window in passing and saw on a tear-sheet calendar a big black date that made him gasp. It was a date ten days later than the one he last remembered. He had been buried in the vault for more than a week!


  More than a week in that coffin! It seemed incredible, terrible. But that did not matter now, he told himself. It would only make the joy of his wife and son the greater when they found he was alive. To Woodford himself it seemed as though he were returning from a journey rather than from the dead.


  Returned from the dead! As he hastened along the tree-bordered street on which his home was located, he almost laughed aloud as he thought of how amazed some of his friends would be when they met him. They would think him a ghost or a walking corpse, would perhaps shrink in terror from him at first.


  But that thought brought another: he must not walk in on Helen too abruptly. The husband she had buried ten days ago must not appear too suddenly or the shock might easily kill her. He must contrive somehow to soften the shock of his appearance, must make sure that he did not startle her too much.


  With this resolve in mind, when he reached his big house set well back from the street, Woodford turned aside through the grounds instead of approaching the front entrance. He saw windows lighted in the library of the house and he went toward them. He would see who was there, would try to break the news of his return gently to Helen.


  He silently climbed onto the terrace outside the library windows and approached the tall easements. He peered in.


  Through the silken curtains inside he could clearly see the room’s soft-lit interior, cozy with the shelves of his books and with the lamps and fireplace.


  Helen, his wife, sat on a sofa with her back partly toward the window. Beside her sat a man that Woodford recognized as one of their closest friends, Curtis Dawes.


  Sight of Dawes gave Woodford an idea. He would get Dawes outside in some way and have him break the news of his return to Helen. His heart was pounding at sight of his wife.


  Then Curtis Dawes spoke, his words dimly audible to Woodford outside the window. “Happy, Helen?” he was asking.


  “So happy, dear,” she answered, turning toward him.


  Out in the darkness Woodford stared in perplexed wonder. How could she be happy when she thought her husband dead and buried?


  He heard Curtis Dawes speaking again. “It was a long time,” the man was saying. “Those years that I waited, Helen.”


  She laid her hand tenderly on his. “I know, and you never said a word. I respected so your loyalty to John.”


  She looked into the fire musingly. “John was a good husband, Curt. He really loved me and I never let him guess that I didn’t love him, that it was you, his friend, I loved. But when he died I couldn’t feel grief. I felt regret for his sake, of course, but underneath it was the consciousness that at last you and I were free to love each other.”


  Dawes’ arm went tenderly around her shoulder. “Darling, you don’t regret that I talked you into marrying me right away? You don’t care that people may be talking about us?”


  “I don’t care for anything but you,” she told him. “John was dead, young Jack has his own home and wife, and there was no reason in the world why we should not marry. I’m glad that we did.”


  In the darkness outside the window a stunned, dazed John Woodford saw her lift an illumined face toward the man’s.


  “I’m proud to be your wife at last, dear, no matter what anyone may say about us,” he heard.


  Woodford drew slowly back from the window. He paused in the darkness under the trees, his mind shaken, torn.


  So this was his homecoming from the tomb? This was the joy he had anticipated in Helen when he returned?


  It couldn’t be the truth! His ears had deceived him—Helen could not be the wife of Curtis Dawes! Yet part of his mind told him remorselessly that it was true.


  He had always sensed that Helen’s feeling for him was not as strong as his for her. But that she had loved Dawes he had never dreamed. Yet now he remembered Dawes’ frequent visits, the odd silences between him and Helen. He remembered a thousand trifles that spoke of the love which these two had cherished for each other.


  What was he, John Woodford, to do? Walk in upon them and tell them that they had been premature in counting him dead, that he had come back to claim his position in life and his wife again?


  He couldn’t do it! If Helen during those years had wavered in the least in her loyalty to him, he would have had less compunction. But in the face of those years of silent, uncomplaining life with him, he couldn’t now reappear to her and blast her new-found happiness and blacken her name.


  Woodford laughed a little, bitterly. He was then to be an Enoch Arden from the tomb. A strange role, surely, yet it was the only one open to him.


  What was he to do? He couldn’t let Helen know now that he was alive, couldn’t return to the home that had been his. Yet he must go somewhere. Where?


  * * * *


  With a sudden leap of the heart he thought of lack, his son. He could at least go to Jack, let his son know that he was living. Jack at least would be overjoyed to see him, and would keep the fact of his return secret from his mother.


  John Woodford, with that thought rekindling a little his numbed feelings, started back through the trees toward the street. Where he had approached the house but minutes before with eager steps, he stole away now like a thief fearful of being observed.


  He reached the street and started across the blocks toward the cottage of his son. Few were abroad, for the cold seemed increasing and it was well past midnight. Woodford mechanically rubbed his stiffened hands as he hurried along.


  He came to his son’s neat little white cottage, and felt relief as he saw lights from its lower windows also. He had feared that no one would be up. He crossed the frozen lawn to the lighted windows, intent on seeing if Jack were there and if he were alone.


  He peered in, as he had done at his own home. Jack was sitting at a little desk and his young wife was perched on the arm of his chair and was listening as he explained something to her from a sheet of writing on the desk.


  John Woodford, pressing his face against the cold window-pane, could hear Jack’s words.


  “You see, Dorothy, we can just make it by adding our savings to Dad’s insurance money,” lack was saying.


  “Oh, Jack!” cried Dorothy happily. “And it’s what you’ve wanted so long, a little business of your own!”


  Jack nodded. “It won’t be very big to start with, but I’ll make it grow, all right. This is the chance I’ve been hoping for and I’m sure going to make the most of it.


  “Of course,” he said, his face sobering a little, “it’s too bad about Dad going like that. But seeing that he did die, the insurance money solves our problems of getting started. Now you take the over-head—” he said, and began unreeling a string of figures to the intent Dorothy.


  John Woodford drew slowly back from the window. He felt more dazed and bewildered than ever. He had forgotten the insurance he had carried, which he had intended to give Jack his start. But of course, he saw now, it had been paid over when he was believed dead.


  He was not dead, but living. Yet if he let Jack know that, it meant the end of his son’s long-desired opportunity.


  Jack would have to return the insurance money to the company, wrecking his dreamed-of chance. How could he let him know, then?


  He, John Woodford, had already decided that he must remain dead to his wife and therefore to the world. He might as well remain so to his son, also. It was for the best. John Woodford melted away from the cottage into the darkness.


  When he reached the street he stood in indecision. A freezing wind had begun to blow, and he felt very cold without an overcoat. Mechanically he turned his coat-collar closer around his neck.


  He tried to think what he must do. Neither Helen nor Jack must know that he was living, and that meant that no one in the city must know. He must get out of the town to some other place, take up life under some other name.


  But he would need help, money, to do that. Where was he to get them? Barred as he was from calling on his wife or son, to whom could he turn for help without letting his return become generally known?


  Howard Norse!


  The name came at once to Woodford’s lips. Norse had been his employer, head of the firm where Woodford had held a position for many years. Woodford had been one of his oldest employees. Howard Norse would help him to get a position somewhere else, and would keep his reappearance secret.


  He knew where Norse’s residence was, several miles out in the country. But he couldn’t walk that far, and he had no taxi or trolley fare. He would have to telephone Norse.


  Woodford walked back toward the city’s central section, head bent against the piercing cold wind. He succeeded in finding an all-night lunchroom whose proprietor allowed him to use the telephone. With cold-stiffened lingers he dialed Norse’s number.


  Howard Norse’s sleepy voice soon came over the wire. “Mr. Norse, this is Woodford—John Woodford,” he said quickly.


  There was an incredulous exclamation from Howard Norse. “You’re crazy! John Woodford’s been dead and buried for a couple of weeks!”


  “No, I tell you it’s John Woodford!” insisted Woodford. “I’m not dead at all, I’m as living as you are! If you’ll come into town for me you’ll see for yourself.”


  “I’m not likely to drive to town at two in the morning to look at a maniac,” Norse replied acidly. “Whatever your game is, you’re wasting your time on me.”


  “But you’ve got to help me!” Woodford cried. “I’ve got to have money, a chance to get out of the city without anyone knowing. I gave your firm my services for years and now you’ve got to give me help!”


  “Listen to me, whoever you are,” snapped Norse over the wire. “I was bothered long enough with John Woodford when he was living—he was so inefficient we’d have kicked him out long ago if we hadn’t been sorry for him. But now that he’s dead, you needn’t think you can bother me in his name. Good-night!”


  The receiver clicked in Woodford’s unbelieving ear.


  He stared at the instrument. So that was what they had really thought of him at the firm—there where he had always thought himself one of the most highly valued of employees!


  But there must be someone upon whom he could call for help; someone he could convince that John Woodford was still living; someone who would be glad to think that he might be living.


  What about Willis Grann? Grann had been his closest friend next to Curtis Dawes. He had lent money more than once to Woodford in the past, and certainly should be willing to do so now.


  Hastily Woodford called Grann’s number. This time he was more careful in his approach, when he heard the other’s voice.


  “Willis, I’ve got something to tell you that may sound incredible, but you’ve got to believe, do you hear?” he said.


  “Who is this and what in the world are you talking about?” demanded Grann’s startled voice.


  “Willis, this is John Woodford. Do you hear, John Woodford! Everyone thinks I’m dead but I’m not, and I’ve got to see you.”


  “What?” cried the other’s voice over the telephone. “Why, you must be drunk. I saw Woodford lying in his coffin myself, so I know he’s dead.”


  “I tell you, it’s not so, I’m not dead!” Woodford almost screamed. “I’ve got to get some money, though, to get away from here and you must lend it to me! You always lent it to me before, and I need it now worse than ever I did. I’ve got to get away!”


  “So that’s it!” said Willis Grann. “Because I used to help Woodford out you think you can get money from me by just calling me up and pretending that you’re he. Why, Woodford himself was the biggest pest in the world with his constant borrowings. I felt almost relieved when he died. And now you try to make me believe that he’s come back from the dead to pester me again!”


  “But he never died—I’m John Woodford really—” Woodford protested vainly.


  “Sorry, old top,” returned Grann’s mocking voice. “Next time pick a living person to impersonate, not a dead one.”


  He hung up. John Woodford slowly replaced the receiver and made his way out to the street.


  The wind was blowing harder and now was bringing with it clouds of fine snow that stung against his face like sand. He shivered as he stumbled along the streets of dark shops, his body freezing as his mind was frozen.


  There was no one from whom he could get help, he saw. His paramount necessity was still to get out of the city, and to do that he must rely on himself.


  The icy blasts of the snow-laden wind penetrated through his thin coat. His hands were shaking with the cold.


  A sign caught Woodford’s eye, the illuminated beacon of a relief lodging-house. At once he made his way toward it. He could at least sleep there tonight, get started from the city in the morning.


  The shabby men dozing inside in chairs looked queerly at him as he entered. So did the young clerk to whom he made his way.


  “I’d—I’d like to stay here tonight,” he said to the clerk.


  The clerk stared. “Are you trying to kid me?”


  Woodford shook his head. “No, I’m penniless and it’s cold outside. I’ve got to stay somewhere.”


  The clerk smiled disdainfully. “Listen, fellow, no one with duds like yours is that hard up. Scram before I call a cop.”


  Woodford looked down at his clothes, his frock coat and stiff white shirt and gleaming patent-leather shoes, and understood.


  He said desperately to the clerk, “But these clothes don’t mean anything. I tell you, I haven’t a penny!”


  “Will you beat it before I have you thrown out of here?” the clerk demanded.


  Woodford backed toward the door. He went outside again into the cold. The wind had increased and more snow was falling. The front of Woodford’s coat was soon covered with it as he pushed along.


  It came to him as a queer joke that the splendor of his funeral clothes should keep him from getting help now.


  He couldn’t even beg a passer-by for a dime. Who would give to a panhandler in formal clothes?


  Woodford felt his body quivering and his teeth chattering from sheer cold. If he could only get out of the blast of the icy wind! His eyes sought desperately along the street for a hallway where he might shelter himself.


  He found a deep doorway and crouched down inside it, out of the wind and driving snow. But hardly had he done so when a heavy step paused in front of him and a nightstick rapped his feet smartly. An authoritative voice ordered him to get up and go home.


  Woodford did not try to explain to the policeman that he was not a drunken citizen fallen by the way. He got wearily to his feet and moved on along the street, unable to see more than a few feet ahead for the whirl of snow.


  The snow on which he was walking penetrated the thin shoes he wore, and his feet were soon even colder than the rest of his body. He walked with slow, dragging steps, head bent against the storm of white.


  He was dully aware that the dark shops beside him had given way to a low stone wall. With a sudden start he recognized it as the wall of the cemetery which he had left but hours before, the cemetery containing the vault from which he had escaped.


  The vault! Why hadn’t he thought of it before? he asked himself. The vault would be a shelter from the freezing wind and snow. He could stay there for the night without anyone objecting.


  He paused, feeling for a moment a little renewal of his former terrors. Did he dare go back into that place from which he had struggled to escape? Then an extra—strong blast of icy air struck him and decided him—the vault would be shelter and that was what his frozen body craved more than anything else.


  Stiffly he climbed over the low stone wall and made his way through the cemetery’s whitened monuments and vaults toward the one from which he had escaped. The driving snow covered his tracks almost as he made them, as he trudged toward the vault.


  He reached it and tried its iron doors anxiously. Suppose he had locked them when he left! But to his relief they swung open, and he entered and shut them. It was dark inside, but he was out of the wind and snow now and his numbed body felt a little relief.


  Woodford sat down in the corner of the vault. It was a shelter for the night, at least. It seemed rather ironic that he had had to come back here for shelter, but it was something to be thankful for that he had even this. In the morning, when the storm was over, he could leave without anyone seeing and get out of the city.


  He sat listening to the wind and snow shriek outside. The stone floor of the vault was very cold, so cold that he felt his limbs stiffening and cramping, and finally he stood up unsteadily and paced to and fro in the vault, chaffing his arms and hands.


  If he had only a blanket, or even a heavy coat, to lie upon! He’d freeze there upon the stone floor. Then as he turned in his pacing he bumped into the coffin on the shelf and a new idea was born in his mind.


  * * * *


  The coffin! Why, the interior of it was lined deep with silk and satin padding. It would be warm in the coffin.


  He could sleep in it far better than on the cold stone floor. But did he dare to re-enter it?


  Again Woodford felt faintly the former terrors he had experienced when he had awakened in it. But they meant nothing, he told himself. He would not be fastened in, this time, and his frozen flesh yearned for the warmth of the coffin’s lining.


  Slowly, carefully, he climbed up and lowered himself into the coffin and stretched out. The silk and padding he sank into had a grateful warmth. He lowered his head upon the soft little pillow with a sigh of relief. This was better.


  He experienced an almost luxurious comfort now; but after he had lain for a little while he felt that the top of his body was still cold, where the cold air came into the open coffin’s top. That cold air entering kept him from being completely warm. If the lid above him were just closed to keep out the cold air—


  He reached up and got the edge of the heavy metal lid, then let it down upon himself. He was completely in the dark, now, inside the closed coffin. But he was warm, too, for the lid kept out the cold air. And he was getting warmer all the time, as his body warmed up the interior.


  Yes, it was far more comfortable with the lid closed. An even, warmth now pervaded his whole being, and the air inside the coffin was still getting warmer and thicker. He felt a little drowsy now, as he breathed that warm air, felt luxuriously sleepy as he lay on the soft silk.


  It was getting a little harder to breathe, somehow, as the air became thicker. He ought really to raise the coffin lid and let in some fresh air. But it was so warm now, and the air outside was so cold, and he was more and more sleepy.


  Something dim and receding in his fading consciousness told him that he was on the way to suffocation. But what if he was? was his sleepy thought. He was better off in here than back in the world outside. He had been a fool ever to fight so hard before to get out of his warm, comfortable coffin, to get back to that outside world.


  No, it was better like this, the darkness and the warmth and the sleep that advanced. Nobody would ever know that he had awakened at all, that he had been away from here at all. Everything would be just as before—just as before. And with that comforting assurance, John Woodford was swept farther and farther down the dark stream of unconsciousness from which this time there would be no returning.


  MASTER OF THE GENES


  Wonder Stories, January 1935


  Thorn Haddon got up suddenly from his bunk and crossed the dark adobe cell to the iron-barred door. He listened and heard the tramp of feet approaching in the corridor. He turned to where Jerry Lanham also was sitting up in his bunk.


  “Here they come, Jerry,” he said. “I suppose by all the laws of adventure-novels I ought to grip your hand and say, ‘Good-bye, old pal,’ in a tremulous voice.”


  “But they can’t do it now!” protested Lanham, rubbing his eyes as he stood up. “We weren’t to be shot till dawn and it’s not midnight yet.”


  “They’ve advanced the hour, I suppose,” shrugged Thorn.


  “Wouldn’t even give a guy a last night’s sleep!” said Jerry wrathfully. “This is the last revolution I’ll ever take part in, in Brazil here or anywhere else.” His big, broad-shouldered figure expressed a sense of injured indignation in every line, his blond, good-natured ruddy face frowning and his blue eyes full of resentment at the injustice. Then he yawned, spreading his shoulders until they threatened to burst from the tight-fitting black and red uniform he wore.


  Thorn Haddon grinned crookedly at him. He was inches short of his comrade’s height, more trimly and compactly built. He was dark, with close-cropped black hair, steady black eyes, and a firm mouth. He wore, like Jerry, the gaudy uniform of the late lamented revolution.


  Light flared flickeringly down the dark corridor outside their cell as the tramping of feet grew louder. It came from torches carried by two of a column of four swarthy soldiers. At their head walked a stiff officer resplendent in green and gold, and a small man in white civilian suit and panama hat.


  They stopped outside the cell and one of the soldiers unlocked its door. The officer and the man in civilian clothes entered the torch-lit cell.


  “Why interrupt our slumbers, Colonel Escoba?” asked Thorn ironically of the officer. “The execution was scheduled for dawn.”


  “Yes, what’s the idea of switching it to the middle of the night?” demanded Jerry.


  “Be silent!” the colonel commanded them, and then turned to the civilian.


  “These are the men, Doctor Alascia. Tough, stubborn brutes of norteamericanos—I would not recommend them to you.”


  “Yet they look like the very men I want,” said the civilian. “Men who are strong and who can fight, if necessary.”


  “Oh, they can do that, God knows,” Colonel Escoba ejaculated. “They led the revolution in this part of the Upper Amazon for two months before their troops deserted and we captured them.”


  The man in white surveyed the two Americans interestedly. He was a rather small man, the littleness of his hands and feet being almost effeminate. His face, even though middle-aged, was almost girlish in the smooth olive perfection of its features, the liquidity of his black eyes.


  Thom Haddon strained under the man’s scrutiny. “What’s all this got to do with our execution, colonel?” he demanded.


  “It may be that there will be no execution at all, senhores,” said the civilian. “It may not be necessary.”


  Thom stared at him. “What do you mean?”


  “I am about to explain,” answered the other. “My name is Doctor Hermis Alascia, and I am a scientist, a geneticist, if you happen to know what that means. My home is at a mission village of Indians on a tributary sixty miles up the Amazon from here.


  “I am in need of two—shall I say, helpers?—not scientific helpers, you understand, since you two do not look to me like scientists, but men who can fight, who can use weapons, and who will obey me implicitly.


  “You look like such men to me. If you will promise to come with me and obey me no matter what happens, you will be pardoned. Colonel Escoba has agreed to that because of certain influence I have with the present government. What is your answer?”


  Thorn reflected. “In other words,” he said, “you want Jerry and me to act as your bodyguards.” He turned to Lanham. “What do you say to it, Jerry?”


  “Sure, let’s take him up on it,” the giant answered. “It’s better than a lead breakfast, kid.”


  “Very well, we agree to your proposition,” Thom told the scientist.


  Doctor Alascia’s delicate olive face beamed. “That is splendid. You can leave with me now—my canoe is waiting to take me back up the river.”


  Then Colonel Escoba leaned threateningly toward the two Americans, raising his finger.


  “Remember, no attempts to escape from the good doctor!” he warned. “If you try, you will never leave the country.”


  “We’ve given our word and we’ll stand by it,” Thorn told him stiffly.


  “Of course, of course,” said Doctor Alascia quickly. “I am sure there is no need for your warning, Colonel. I will not forget this favor,” he added as they turned to the door. “They shall hear your name in the Palace.”


  “It is nothing,” waved the officer gratifiedly, and added to the two Americans, “You will follow the good doctor.”


  They went out into the redder torchlight of the corridor, Lanham stooping as he followed Thorn through the low door.


  Doctor Alascia and the colonel led the way down the corridor, conversing politely. The light of the torches carried by the soldiers in the rear threw great, wavering shadows of them on the white walls ahead.


  They emerged from the squat old adobe prison into the night. Thom Haddon felt as though a tight band across his chest had loosened as he went out. He had thought that when he next went through that door it would be to the dawn mists and the coughing rifles!


  He breathed deep of the night air, heavy with the smells of river-rotted vegetation. As he went with the others down the single street of the dark little town, hearing the twang of music and shrill singing from the shuttered houses, he drank in freedom.


  They came to the wooden pier at the end of the street. Out there in the darkness rolled the dark flood of the Amazon, silent and grand. At the pier’s end clung the dim shape of a waiting canoe, its five Indian paddlers sitting motionless and silent.


  Doctor Alascia and the Colonel Escoba parted, with Latin courtesies, on the pier and then the scientist turned to the two Americans. They took their places, the scientist fallowed with a word to the steersman, and the canoe shot out onto the dark river.


  Next morning as the canoe crept up the mighty river under the broiling sun, Thorn asked the scientist the question that had been in his mind since their start. He and Jerry and the Brazilian were sitting in cramped positions in the shade of the little cabin amidships of the craft.


  “Doctor, just what kind of trouble are you expecting up there at your village? You must have some definite fear or you wouldn’t have come all the way down here to get a couple of guards.”


  Doctor Alascia looked thoughtfully at him. “I see no reason why you should not know,” he said finally. “In the first place, I do not really think there will be any trouble at all. But in case there should be, I do not want my household to be unprotected.


  “I told you that I was a geneticist, senhores. Well, it was out of my scientific interest that I established my home up in this village more than two years ago. I had heard that the Indians of this village were giving birth to weirdly abnormal children.


  “Since my science is the study of heredity, that interested me, of course. I decided to study it fully, so I went up there with my daughter Concepcion and with a young man, Thomaz Patao, whom I took to build and superintend my plantation there.


  “I have lived there since then, studying these abnormal children of the Indians. Every child born to them in the last few years has been utterly deformed and monstrous of body, and the Indians have been growing more and more superstitious and strange. Lately I have been thinking that in case they made a superstitious outbreak of some kind, my house should have protection.”


  “I understand,” said Thorn thoughtfully. Then he asked, “What are they like, these abnormal children that have been born?”


  “Like nothing you ever saw,” Alascia told him. “They are incredible, some lacking limbs, some without vital organs, some born with extra limbs or organs—a gallery of monsters.”


  “Sure sounds like some garden-spot we’re going to,” commented Jerry Lanham.


  “What causes them to be born like that?” asked Thorn of the scientist.


  “Defects in their genes, undoubtedly,” Alascia said.


  “Their genes?” Thorn repeated. “Remember, we’re not scientists.”


  “You don’t even know the principle of the genes ?” the doctor queried. “Strange, that genetics of all sciences should be so little known by most—”


  He broke off his musing. “But I can explain a little. The genes, senhor, are to heredity what atoms are to chemistry. They are the mechanism of heredity, the tiny things that determine the body’s characteristics and that pass down in the germ-cells from generation to generation and so transmit those characteristics.


  “Every human being begins life as a fertilized germ-cell or ‘gamete’ in the mother’s body. And every such fertilized cell has in it, received from father and mother, a mass of little rod-like things called chromosomes in which are the genes that determine what kind of body that cell will develop into.


  “These genes are tremendous in number and have each a definite function. Some control the color of the skin, some the color of the eyes, others the shape of the skull, the length of the fingers, the quality of the blood, and so on—every characteristic of the body is determined by the genes in the original germ cell.


  “If the cell has in its nose-genes the gene that produces a Roman nose, the body that develops will have that kind of nose. If it has instead only the snub-nose gene, the nose will infallibly be snub. If it happens by accident to have no nose-genes at all, the body will have no nose.


  “It is because of defects in their genes that the abnormal Indian children of my village are so born, without doubt. They lack normal genes when they begin life as fertilized cells, and so their bodies cannot develop normally.”


  “But how does it come that their genes are not normal?” Thorn asked.


  Doctor Alascia spread his hands. “That, senhores, is what I am trying to find out. I have spent two years in study and I confess I am as far from the answer as ever.


  “Something has affected the gene-system of the Indians’ babies from their very beginning as germ-cells, but what it is I have not yet discovered.”


  Later, when Doctor Alascia slept serenely in the shade, Thorn asked his partner, “What do you think of it, Jerry?”


  “Sounds like a pretty screwy place to me,” Lanham said, scratching his head. “But we gave our word to stick with him, so there’s nothing we can do about it.”


  “Yes, we gave our word,” Thorn said slowly. “Well, the place may not be so bad. He said we’d reach it in two days, so we’ll soon see.”


  It was toward the close of the second day that they came into sight of the village. They had turned that morning from the ocean of the Amazon into a small tributary that flowed from the southwest. Now, as they rounded a bend in this solid-walled stream, Thorn and Jerry saw low hills on the right shore and below them an Indian village.


  Thorn saw that it was a collection of a few hundred adobe huts with thatched roofs, dominated by a square adobe mission with a bell tower. To right and left of the village lay tilled plantation fields hacked from the surrounding jungle, and on the low hill above could be glimpsed a white, flat-roofed house half hidden by palms.


  As Doctor Alascia’s canoe approached the rude pier, Indians gathered silently there. They watched, coppery men and women in dirty white cotton shirts and trousers and skirts and broad straw hats. Then Thom saw two white men and a girl push through them to the pier.


  “My daughter and Thomaz have seen our approach,” Doctor Alascia told Thorn and Jerry. “And Father Nunez, too.”


  When they stepped onto the pier, he kissed the girl fondly, and then made introductions.


  “My daughter Concepcion, my superintendent Senhor Thomaz Patao, and the Father Nunez, senhores. The Senhores Haddon and Lanham,” he told the three, “are to be my—guests.”


  Thorn bowed to them. The priest was a stout, rubicund man in black habit, his face hot and damp and troubled. The younger Brazilian was in white riding-clothes and polished boots, and had a clean, dark face and direct brown gaze.


  He saw that Jerry’s gaze was fixed admiringly on the girl. She was slim in a straight white silken dress, her black hair closely piled on her head. Her delicate olive face was much like that of the scientist, but Thorn detected shadows in her liquid eyes.


  “Have there been any births since I left?” Alascia was asking the priest.


  Father Nunez nodded anxiously. “One child—to Tina, the wife of Pelao.”


  “Another monster?” the scientist asked, and the priest nodded.


  “Another monster, and one of the worst—a horrible thing, this one. The Indians have been even stranger since it happened.


  “They no longer will come to the mission. I fear that they are slipping from the true faith.”


  Thomaz added seriously, “They will not work in the fields any more, either. The crops are all unharvested.”


  “But the new monster?” Alascia pressed. “It is different from the others? I must see it before we go up to the house. You will come with me, senhores? And you, Concepcion?”


  The girl shuddered, her face pale. “No, father, I cannot bear to see any more of them. I will go back up with Thomaz.”


  She and the young Brazilian left them, and Thorn and Lanham followed Alascia and the priest through the village. Silent Indians watched them as they passed and Thom saw that the copper faces of all of them were solemn, steady. He was struck by the unnatural dead silence of the sun-baked place.


  In the semi-dark interior of one of the adobe huts they watched while Doctor Alascia fascinatedly examined the newest-born human abnormality. The Indian father and mother watched too from across the bare hut, stonily, as though without emotion.


  Thorn felt a creeping of his flesh and heard Jerry swear under his breath as the scientist lifted the baby. The brown little thing was a pitiful travesty on humanity. It had no arms or legs, yet it had hands and feet. The hands grew directly from its shoulders, the feet directly from its hips or lower torso.


  He was glad when the fascinated scientist finally put it down and turned to leave.


  Alascia spoke to the Indian father as he left. “Do not feel too bad, Pelao. The little one will grow into a man—he will never have arms or legs, but he will live.” The Indian’s voice was guttural with bursting emotion as he answered, “Of what good is it for him to live and grow when he is like that? He is cursed like all the others born since the curse came upon us.”


  “Do not think of curses, Pelao,” said Father Nunez. “Pray to the good Jesus and the saints, who alone can help.”


  The Indian made no answer, his face working with repressed feelings. The priest sighed as they emerged into the sun-light.


  “They are all so—they will not listen any more to me but think a curse has been laid upon them. Truly, it seems a curse indeed, that child after child should be born a monster.”


  They parted from the priest at the mission door. “I will be down tomorrow to study this new one, Father,” Alascia promised. “He is one of the strangest yet.”


  Thorn and Jerry saw other babies almost as strange, as they went through the village toward the hill. In baskets swinging in the shade, or crawling on the floors of the bare huts, they saw infant monstrosities that seemed the spawn of some horrible nightmare.


  Some lacked limbs altogether, were mere torsos. Others lacked eyes and ears and noses, their faces mere blanks of skin. One had a limp body that apparently was without skeleton and another had one great staring eye instead of the usual two.


  Thorn was pale and Jerry was sweating when they got out of the village and climbed the hill toward the house in the palms.


  “It’s horrible,” Thorn said. “Isn’t there any way to stop it?”


  Alascia shook his head. “It lies too deep for human remedy. Its cause is in the distorted, damaged genes with which they start life as germ-cells. But by trying to find out the cause of this condition of the genes, much can be learned that was not known before. That is why I am here.”


  Dinner that night in the candle-lit dining-room of the house on the hill seemed an oppressive meal to Thorn. Jerry’s attention was all on the girl, but Concepcion Alascia ate silently, only exchanging a few words now and then with the serious young Thomaz.


  Alascia, alone of them, talked much. In an interval of silence at the end of the meal, the candle flames sputtering in the heavy breeze from the screens, they heard a dim throbbing sound from the direction of the village, a steady, pulsing rhythm.


  Young Thomaz gestured toward the village. “Their prayer-drums. They’ve been using them every night lately, calling on the jungle demons to lift their curse.


  “Father Nunez is at his wits’ end about it. And I don’t like the way they’re acting very well, myself.”


  Doctor Alascia rose from the table. “They’ll get over it in time. The unusual always arouses their old superstitions. I’m going to my laboratory to record this new birth. You will pardon me?”


  He went out of the room toward the low west wing of the house and they heard him unlocking a door there.


  Jerry Lanham managed to steer the girl out onto the veranda, and Thom heard their voices out there in the dark as he sat talking with young Patao. After a few moments, he excused himself and went after the scientist.


  He went along the corridor of the west wing until from behind the door at its end he could hear a crackling, snapping sound. He knocked, and when he got no response, opened the door. Inside was a laboratory fitted with shelves and tables of microscopic equipment, dissection tools, and many specimens in jars of alcohol.


  At the center of the room swung a huge equipment like a giant X-Ray tube, blazing and crackling with incandescent violet, casting a weird glow on the white walls. It was connected electrically to a mass of transformers and a rack of great batteries.


  Doctor Alascia was at a desk in the corner but when Thorn opened the door, he came at once toward him, barring his way in.


  He told Thorn stiffly, “Senhor, no one here enters my laboratory but myself. It is a rule.”


  “Sorry,” Thorn said. “I thought you didn’t hear my knock for the racket that thing is making.”


  Alascia’s manner relaxed. “It is only an electrical hobby of mine, that. But you wished to see me, senhor?”


  Thorn nodded. “I just wanted to ask you exactly what you expect of us here. Are we to stand watches day and night?” Alascia shook his head. “That won’t be necessary. I simply want you to stay always near the house so that in case anything happens, you will be at hand. There are guns in the library cupboards and you men know how to use them if need arises. But I do not think it will arise.”


  “Very well, doctor,” Thorn said. “Sorry to have disturbed you.”


  He went back to find the dining-room deserted. He was going out onto the veranda when Jerry came in, looking dejected.


  “Well, I’ve been giving Concepcion the works, but I didn’t even get to first base,” he told Thorn. “I think she’s stuck on Thomaz.”


  “You dumb ape, have you been making a fool of yourself again?” Thorn asked sharply. “If you have—”


  He went out and, after a little search, found Concepcion Alascia standing in the checkered moonlight under the palms, absently fingering the white blossoms of a tall tropical shrub.


  Thorn said to her abruptly, “Has that dumb partner of mine been bothering you?”


  A fleeting smile crossed her delicate face. “The Senhor Lanham is very gallant,” she said. “I think I like him.”


  Thorn was relieved. “I’m glad he didn’t make as big a monkey of himself as usual.”


  He looked a little curiously at the girl’s moonlit figure as she gazed silently at the flowers.


  “Senhorita, may I venture the impertinence of a personal question? Why do you stay in this place? Your father has his scientific work to engross him but you—I should think that this God-forsaken place would be the last in the world where a girl would want to live.”


  Her voice dulled as she answered. “What you say is true, Senhor Haddon. But my father wishes me to stay here. He loves me so much, you see, so much that he would never listen to my going away, or marrying, or doing anything else that would take me from him.”


  Thorn nodded understandingly. “But those pitiable, horrible Indian children—how can you bear to live here where they are born? Or are you used to them?”


  She shook her head, shudderingly. “How could I ever become used to them? Each new one fills me with as much horror as I felt when the first was born.”


  Haddon stared uncomprehendingly at her, astonished by her last words.


  “But your father and you were not here when the first of them was born,” he said.


  “Yes, senhor, we were. It was not until almost a year after we came here to live that these monstrous children began to be born.”


  “But your father told us—” Thorn started to say, then checked himself.


  He stood staring at the girl, a little frown on his face, until he heard steps behind him and young Patao came up.


  Thorn excused himself, left the two together, and went into the house. He stood for some time in the living-room there, frowning into space as his mind searched for light.


  Every moment the seed of suspicion planted suddenly in his mind grew stronger. He started abruptly toward the scientist’s laboratory, then stopped, considered, and went instead to the library.


  There he searched rapidly among large numbers of scientific works until he found a half-dozen that looked promising. Thorn sat down with them, tautly thumbed indexes and chapter-headings.


  For the next hour he dug into the books, and finally found the information he sought. He read rapidly, puzzled by technical terms and symbols, but with the gist of it clear enough. When he laid down the books and got to his feet, he was quivering with raw horror.


  He heard Doctor Alascia’s voice in the living-room now and Thorn went there, his lips tightly compressed, his black eyes narrowed. The scientist was talking to Jerry, but as Thorn entered, the girl and the young plantation-superintendent came in from outside.


  Young Patao looked worried. “The drums down there at the village have stopped,” he said. “Something must have happened.”


  They listened. The pulsing rhythm of the drums had ceased and up from the distance came a chorus of wailing cries of despair.


  They went out onto the veranda, looked down at the moonlit village of white, unreal-looking huts.


  “There comes Father Nunez up the hill!” Thomaz exclaimed.


  The stout priest’s face was pale and his hands were shaking when he reached the house. He was panting from the climb.


  “Another—another monster just born, and the worst yet,” he gasped. “Francisco’s wife, her baby was just born and it has no head! Its eyes and mouth are in its breast. The Indians were all waiting to see if this baby would be abnormal too, and now they are crazy with despair. Perhaps you and Thomaz could quiet them a little, doctor.”


  “We will go at once,” Alascia declared. “A child without a head!”


  He and the young Brazilian started down the moonlit slope with the priest. The girl, with a little sob of horror, fled into the house.


  Lanham would have started after the three but Thorn plucked him back.


  “No, don’t go, Jerry! There’s something I’ve got to find out and this is our chance.


  “Come on, we’re going to the doctor’s laboratory. Don’t ask questions now,” he added, as the blond giant looked puzzled.


  Thorn led rapidly into the house and along the west-wing corridor to the door of the laboratory. The door was locked, but he could still hear from within the crackling of the giant tube.


  He gave up trying the door and turned to his partner. “Get this door open, Jerry. You can do it.”


  “But the doctor said his laboratory Lanham stammered.


  “Never mind what he said—do what I tell you and be quick,” Thorn commanded.


  “All right, then,” the other answered, and put his shoulder against the door. He heaved mightily.


  There was a slight cracking sound, then as Jerry heaved harder, the door burst inward.


  Thorn stepped quickly inside. The great tube at the center of the laboratory was still alive with violet light, a flickering, uncanny luminescence. Its crackling, frying sound filled the room.


  Thorn examined it while his companion stared perplexedly. He went from it to the desk in the corner and rapidly went through its drawers and divisions. He took from one a mass of neatly typewritten cards, cards that quivered in his hands as he read them.


  “By God, it’s as I thought—it’s worse than I thought!” he exclaimed. His horror increased each passing minute.


  Jerry went out into the corridor, but came hastily back. “I can hear voices, Thorn! Alascia and Thomaz must have got back.”


  “We’ll wait here for him,” Thorn said, his voice flat and deadly. “I can talk to him here.”


  They heard steps in the corridor a few moments later and then Doctor Alascia paused in the doorway of the laboratory.


  His small figure was rigid with anger, his black eyes ominously cool as he surveyed them.


  “So, senhores, at your first opportunity you break into my laboratory. What are you doing here?”


  “We’ve been looking around,” Thorn told him. He nodded at the great tube. “Especially at that tube there.


  “A pretty powerful one, isn’t it? So powerful that its radiations would affect everything within a mile of here.”


  The scientist’s expression changed instantly. His eyes held the American’s. “What do you mean?” he asked.


  “I mean that I know!” choked Thorn. “I know what black hell’s work you’ve been doing here for two years with that tube!


  “So the monsters down there in the village were due to defects in their genes? Yes, but you caused those defects in their genes!


  “You came here two years ago, and a year after you came, the first of the monsters was born. When I learned that, I thought at once that if these Indian babies’ abnormality was really due to damaged genes, it was you who had somehow damaged them.


  “In biological books in your library I found out how you could have done it. I read how Muller of the University of Texas discovered that X-Rays would disturb and damage the genes, and how he had produced monsters in that way among fruit-flies.


  “I remembered this huge X-Ray tube in your laboratory and saw that you’d been repeating Muller’s experiments—with humans! You’ve changed the radiation from time to time and have kept records of the changes on these cards, to see what kind of abnormality each would produce. This tube has affected every embryo child conceived down in the village, has warped every one of them into a monster!”


  “Thorn, he caused those things to be born?” asked Jerry Lanham incredulously. Then his ruddy face darkened and he took a step toward the scientist. “Why, you damned—”


  Alascia stood coolly, raised one restraining hand. “One moment, senhores, before you do anything rash. When I saved your lives down at Sao Martino, you gave me your word to obey me implicitly—no matter what happened.”


  Jerry stopped, looked helplessly at Thorn. Haddon swallowed his choking wrath, his impulse to kill.


  “We did give you our word,” he said unsteadily. “It’s all that keeps me from killing you where you stand.”


  “But, Thorn—” Lanham protested, his face still black with rage.


  Thorn shook his head. “We gave our word, Jerry. God knows I regret it now that I know what a black-hearted fiend he is.”


  Doctor Alascia walked over to the desk and turned to give them a contemptuous smile.


  “The usual foggy humanitarian sentimentalities,” he commented. “It is because of them that I have had to keep my real work here absolutely secret from everyone, why I have dared let no one know.”


  “But why are you doing it?” Thorn cried. “What in heaven’s name is your reason for causing those Indian babies to be born so pitifully deformed?”


  The scientist looked speculatively at him. “It is not a reason that you two could understand, I think. I am doing it simply to increase knowledge of the human genes—my own knowledge, and the knowledge of all science.


  “Why should science know so much of the gene system of fruit flies and so little of the human gene system? Simply because sentiment forbids experimenting with humans. I determined to disregard that sentiment, to make this place a laboratory for gene experiments on humans.


  “I wanted to find out just what effect X-Rays of different types would have on the genes of unborn humans. I have found out, have discovered which human genes are affected by which rays. Some day this data I have amassed will be of invaluable benefit to science, will help geneticists of the future build a better human race.”


  “It was cruel, unhuman!” Thorn condemned. “To curse those poor devils of Indians with those twisted, monstrous children.”


  Jerry Lanham glared at the scientist. “I’d have my hands on his neck this minute if we hadn’t made him that promise.”


  “But you did make it,” Doctor Alascia said coolly. “And because you are bound by it, you are going to obey me and keep what you have learned to yourselves.”


  Thorn, trapped, helpless, his black eyes tormented with his emotion, gestured desperately toward the giant, throbbing tube.


  “But you’ll at least stop this devil’s work now? You’ll do that?”


  “My work is going on,” the scientist said inflexibly. “That tube is going to continue radiating as it has radiated for almost two years, is going to continue affecting the genes of every child conceived here.-


  “Every child born here will be a monster, the same as during the last year. But every child will add to my knowledge.”


  There was a scream from the doorway and the three men jerked sharply around. Concepcion Alascia stood in the opening.


  Her face was deathly white, her dark eyes preternaturally large as she stared at her father like one hypnotized.


  “I heard,” she said in a trembling whisper. “I came to see what delayed you and I heard—heard you say that you had caused the monsters to be born, that every child born here will be born so. Is it true?”


  Alascia, his face troubled and anxious, moved quickly toward her. “Concepcion, you heard? But you must not pay any attention, you must go.”


  “Tell me, is it true?” she demanded, her dilated eyes staring into his.


  He nodded slowly. “It is. But you must not judge rashly. It is for the cause of science—”


  “For the cause of science?” she repeated, then burst into hysterical laughter that tore at Thorn’s nerves.


  “My baby will be born like those down in the village, for the cause of science!”


  “Your baby?” The scientist’s face went gray. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that I, too, within a few months will have a baby, one that you have condemned to be born a monster! Thomaz and I—we loved but knew you would forbid my marriage—we had Father Nunez marry us secretly. I thought that you would forgive when I told you that I was to have a child, your grandchild—”


  She reeled back from the door into the corridor, back toward the other part of the house.


  Thorn and Jerry, watching in fascinated horror, saw Alascia stagger on his feet like a drunken man.


  The scientist’s face worked, his eyes staring unseeingly into nothingness, his lips moving.


  “Concepcion’s child—my grandchild—”


  A shot cracked somewhere in the house.


  “Concepcion!” yelled the scientist, and pitched through the door. Thorn and Lanham ran after him down the corridor, burst with him into the library.


  The girl lay there on the floor with a pistol in her hand and blood on her face and breast. Stooping to her was Thomaz Patao. He got dazedly to his feet, looked slowly around until he saw the scientist. His eyes fastened on Alascia.


  “She told me,” he said, almost quietly, and then he suddenly shrieked, “She told me! She told me what you’d done and then killed herself before I could prevent it. And now I am going to kill you, but not with a gun. That would be too easy. I’m going to let the Indians do it; do you hear? I’m going down and tell them who caused their children to be born monsters. I’m going to tell them!”


  With the cry, Thomaz bounded madly out of the library. They heard his hoarse voice still crying out as he ran out into the dark, down the slope toward the village.


  Alascia knelt beside the girl’s silent form, gathered her tenderly into his arms. With his handkerchief he wiped away the blood from her mouth.


  “Concepcion,” he said, his voice low. He looked up, his delicate face wearing a strange smile.


  “She was my daughter, senhores. You comprehend? When she was but a little girl she would watch me while I worked. She would say, ‘Why do you do that, father?’ or ‘What is that, father?’ and I would say, ‘Hush, do not annoy father.”’


  From down in the village, in the dark, burst a distant yell of mad, frenzied rage from hundreds of throats, beast-like, heart-checking.


  It ululated up through the night in a chorus of insensate hate, like the raging explosion of long-pent-up emotion.


  “Thomaz has told them!” Jerry Lanham exclaimed. “They’ll be up here in minutes!”


  He ripped open the cupboards of the library, jerked forth heavy pistols and ammunition-belts.


  Thorn bent swiftly and shook the dreaming scientist’s shoulder.


  “Senhor, you’ve got to run for it—those Indians won’t leave anything alive in this house. God knows I don’t want even now to save you but we promised and we’ll do it. But quick—there’s little time! They’ve probably killed Thomaz down there already!”


  Alascia listened to the swelling clamor of hate coming up the hill and rose swiftly to his feet.


  “You are right, senhores. There is little time.”


  He ran from the library, back along the corridor toward the laboratory. Thorn and Jerry followed, buckling on the pistols as they ran. They heard the beastlike roar of the mob louder now, saw a flicker of torches coming up the slope as they passed a window.


  They burst into the laboratory to find Alascia swiftly sorting the record-cards, tossing some aside, banding others together.


  He thrust the packet into Thorn’s hands. “These records of my work—get them to someone of scientific eminence; see that they are not lost.”


  “Come on, there’s no time to lose!” Thorn cried as he thrust them into his pocket. “We’ll circle to the river and get a canoe.”


  Alascia shook his head quietly. “You, senhores, not I. Go. I release you from your promise. I prefer to stay here with my daughter.”


  He walked quietly, quickly, back down the corridor toward the library before they could prevent it.


  There was a mad cry from hundreds of Indian throats as the crowd poured up onto the crest of the hill. Thorn made to run after the scientist, but Jerry held him. “Thorn, don’t go! The man wants to die, and we’ll die with him if we don’t get out of here now!”


  “Quick, then!” Thorn exclaimed. “Out this window and down the other side of the hill!”


  They scrambled through the window on the opposite side of the house from the village and mob, dropped in the darkness.


  Fifteen minutes later Thorn and Jerry had circled back through the tilled fields to the village. It was deserted, its inhabitants all in the mad mob on the hilltop, and quickly the two Americans found a canoe, piled paddles, fish spears, water jugs into it, and then sent it spinning out onto the dark river.


  They paddled hard and rapidly. The craft shot down between the dark jungle walls. As they came to the bend, a crimson glow fell on the black water and they looked up to see red flames breaking from the house of Alascia. Then they were around the bend and in the darkness with the jungle silence, the jungle peace.


  They laid down their paddles and drifted while they regained breath. Thorn took the pack of typed cards from his pocket.


  He looked thoughtfully at them and Jerry marveled, “He wouldn’t get away himself but he wanted you to get those cards away! Can you beat it, a guy like that?”


  Thorn nodded. “He was a scientist, whatever else he may have been. And they’re a queer breed—a queer breed.”


  He put the cards back into his pocket and picked up his paddle. “All right, Jerry, we’ve a long way to go. Let’s get going.”


  “Okay, brother,” said Jerry as he dug his paddle deep. “And after this we stick strictly to revolutions!”


  THE TRUTH GAS


  Wonder Stories, February 1935


  DOCTOR JASON RAND’S thin, frigid, intellectual face lengthened with severe disapproval and he drew up his spare, elderly figure ominously as his young assistant hurried into the laboratory.


  John Daly saw his employer’s attitude and his clean-cut, youthful face and quiet brown eyes grew sorrowful. Silently he hung up his hat and donned his apron, and then came over to the apparatus-littered table where the elderly chemist stood waiting.


  “You are twenty minutes late,” Doctor Rand said icily. “What delayed you?”


  Daly met his employer’s frigid gaze a little confusedly and hesitated a moment before answering.


  “Why, I’m sorry, sir, but the subway broke down on my way here,” he said.


  “You came straight here on the subway?” Rand asked, and Daly-nodded.


  “Then how is it that my taxi passed you a half-hour ago, sitting in an automobile with a young lady?” the doctor inquired.


  His assistant flushed. “Well, I did meet my fiancée and talked with her a little, and—”


  “And to cut it short, you were lying to me about the subway breakdown,” said Doctor Rand unsparingly.


  He contemplated the unhappy Daly with an unforgiving gaze. “You are exactly like ninety-nine people out of every hundred in this world. To avoid some little embarrassment, you will think nothing of telling a lie that inevitably causes much greater trouble.”


  His thin fist smote the table with bitter emphasis. “By heaven, what a world this would be if people could only be made to see that lying is the worst of crimes! If they could only be made to realize that lying creates nine-tenths of this world’s troubles.


  “There isn’t a sin or crime in the world that doesn’t depend somewhere on deception. If people always told the truth, all that crime and evil would become impossible and would vanish. Yes, this world would become a happy and sinless Utopia—if everyone in it could simply be made to tell the truth.”


  John Daly grinned despite the doctor’s seriousness. “There isn’t much likelihood of their ever doing it—not unless you rounded up everybody and gave them a dose of truth-serum.”


  Doctor Rand suddenly stared fixedly at Daly. “Truth-serum?” he repeated.


  His assistant nodded, “Sure, you must have read about it, the stuff some doctors evolved and used on criminals to try to make them tell the truth whether they wanted to or not.


  “They believed a drug could be produced which would cause a short-circuit between the brain’s thought-centers and its motor-centers of speech—so that what the brain really thought, or knew, it would be forced to speak, without possibility of the will interfering.”


  The elderly chemist nodded slowly, his brow suddenly wrinkled in deep thought.


  “Yes, I remember seeing mention of those experimental attempts, now that you speak of it. I never paid them much attention.”


  He stared into space; his chill blue eyes narrowed a little, looking unseeingly beyond the waiting Daly.


  John moved impatiently, and his employer came to himself with a sudden start.


  “But enough of this subject. Just see that you are not late again,” he told his assistant.


  He took off his apron and donned his coat and hat, then turned toward the door.


  “You go ahead with the isoprene compounds,” he told Daly. “I’m going over to the Museum of Science Library to look up some things.”


  When Doctor Rand returned late that afternoon, John wondered what had happened to him. The chemist’s eyes were luminous with inward excitement and his whole bearing was more impatient and excited than his assistant had ever seen it before.


  He sat for two hours at his desk checking over certain penciled notes that he had brought back. John, stealing a glance at him now and then, saw that the elderly scientist was utterly engrossed.


  Not until Daly locked up the cabinets and took off his apron to leave did Doctor Rand notice him.


  He put down his notes and stood up. Daly saw with astonishment that there was an almost friendly gleam in his chill eyes.


  “John, I shall want you to take charge of the laboratory for some time,” he said without warning. “I am leaving New York tonight and I may be away several months.”


  “Leaving New York?” repeated John surprisedly.


  “Yes, to carry out a new experimental project I have in mind,” Doctor Rand replied.


  “It’s possible you won’t hear from me until I return,” he continued. “You will simply continue our work with the synthetic rubber formulae, which is all charted out for months ahead.”


  “Very well, Doctor,” Daly said, then added, “I wish you success in your new project.”


  Doctor Rand’s ordinarily severe eyes and face gleamed bright with excitement. “If I am successful, you will know it before long,” he said. “The world will know it.”


  John Daly did not regret his employer’s absence during the next few weeks. It gave him a chance to quit work earlier than usual and thus have longer evenings to spend with Lois Lane. Neither was he worried by the fact that he had no word from Doctor Rand.


  But as the weeks slipped into months and still Rand did not return, John began to wonder. He had never known the chemist to go away like this before and the whole thing seemed a little strange. When four months had passed and he had still had no word from his employer, Daly grew a little worried.


  “It’s not like him,” he told his fiancée as they sat that evening in the comfortable living-room of Lois’ home, a solid bungalow in a neat Long Island suburb. “I can’t understand what he can be doing.”


  “You’ll probably hear from him soon. I wouldn’t worry,” Lois told him.


  She got up and whirled lightly before him in the soft lamplight, her bronze, bobbed hair tossing and blue eyes laughing.


  “You haven’t noticed my new dress,” she told him. “Do you like it?”


  Daly looked at the frilly apple-green dress. “No, I think it’s terrible,” he said.


  The next moment he was thunderstruck by his own words. What on earth had made him say that?


  He did think the dress was terrible, of course. But Lois’ clothes nearly always looked a little wrong to him, yet always before, he’d fondly told her they looked wonderful.


  Lois’ blue eyes were filled with amazement and hurt. “John, you’re trying to tease me. And it’s not, funny.”


  “I’m not teasing—I really think it looks terrible,” a stupefied John Daly heard himself saying.


  “The color’s wrong for your hair and the whole tiling’s too darned fluffy.”


  Lois’ eyes filled with tears and her soft mouth quivered.


  “If you think it’s that bad, you need not see it any more. Good night!” she exclaimed, and ran from the room, her handkerchief stifling a sob.


  John ran after her, calling her name, but she had fled up the stairs and did not answer.


  He stood in the hall, cursing himself.


  What on earth had made him say those things to Lois, even though they were true?


  He hadn’t wanted to say them. His brain had been framing a neat complimentary falsehood but his lips had spoken without his willing it, and had spoken the truth.


  It would take days, maybe weeks, to make his peace with the girl. Gloomily, Daly took his hat and moved toward the door.


  He stopped as his name was called and Wilson Lane, Lois’ chubby, fussy, and pompous little father came after him.


  “Why, John, you’re leaving? Did you and Lois quarrel?”


  Daly told him gloomily what had happened and Wilson Lane laughed loudly.


  “Mustn’t ever tell a woman her clothes look bad, even if it’s true, John,” he said, “not even after you’re married to her.”


  He slapped the young man on the back. “Well, it won’t be long before you and Lois are married. Think you’ll like having Wilson Lane for a father-in-law?”


  “No, I won’t like it at all,” John said.


  He experienced instantly that same bewildered stupefaction. What in the world had made him say that?


  Wilson Lane’s brows drew together in a frown. “Oh, you won’t, won’t you?” he said acidly. “And why not, may I ask?”


  “Because you’re such an old fussbudget that you get on my nerves,” John answered, without conscious will.


  Wilson Lane emitted an outraged roar. “Get out of my house, you young whippersnapper! And if I ever hear of you coming here again, I’ll meet you with a shotgun!


  “I’m an old fussbudget, am I? No wonder that Lois couldn’t get along with you. Get out!”


  He pushed the bewildered Daly toward the door and a moment later the young man found himself standing out in the darkness with the slam of the door still reverberating in his ears.


  He walked toward the subway station in a mental daze. Whatever had made him speak to Wilson Lane like that, after the weeks he had spent getting into the good graces of Lois’ father?


  Was he going crazy? The things he had said were the truth, but he hadn’t wanted to say them at all. Was his mind cracking and no longer able to control his speech? He felt panicky as he rode back to New York.


  When he got off the subway and shouldered gloomily through the Broadway after-theater crowds toward his apartment, he found himself stopped by a battered panhandler.


  “Can you spare a dime, mister? I want to get a shot of liquor.”


  The next instant the man’s battered face expressed blank astonishment. “I didn’t want to say that!” he exclaimed.


  John gave him a coin and walked on. A few doorways ahead a vendor of cheap razor-blades was holding up his wares.


  “Will these blades wear good?” asked a cautious customer reaching into his pocket for the purchase price.


  The vendor’s face expressed sterling honesty as he replied, “Brother, these blades are hardly good for even one shave.”


  Then he too seemed overwhelmed by what he had said and stared in uncomprehending amazement from one face to another.


  John Daly began to take notice. It seemed that other people too were affected by this strange mental wondering that made it impossible to withhold the truth when speaking.


  A man and woman were walking in front of him through the crowd and the woman, overdressed and overweight, was speaking accusingly in a harsh voice to the gray, patient little man.


  “You don’t want to go anywhere with me, that’s the trouble. Are you tired of being married to me?” she demanded rhetorically.


  “Yes, I’ve been tired of it a long time,” said the gray little man, and then stood with jaw hanging in amazement at his own words.


  The woman recovered from her incredulous astonishment to utter a loud cry. “You admit it, then? You’re tired of me?”


  “Darling, listen . . .” vainly begged the dazed little man, apparently aghast at what he had said.


  “You can’t deny you said it!” she exclaimed. “You’d like to leave me, wouldn’t you?”


  “You bet I would,” he answered, and then as he stood, stunned, she fell upon him with a shriek of rage.


  Quickly a crowd gathered around the two, through which Daly glimpsed the wife buffeting the little man with shrill cries while he still sought vainly to excuse himself.


  A burly policeman pushed quickly through the crowd, grasped the woman and held her back from her dishevelled mate.


  “What are you beating this man up for?” he demanded.


  “Officer, he’s my husband and I despise him!” shrilled the woman wrath fully.


  “Then why’d you marry him?” demanded the policeman, keeping his grip on her arm.


  “Because I was tired of working and wanted someone to keep me,” she answered instantly, then opened her mouth wide with utter amazement at what she had said.


  A roar of laughter went up from the crowd, and the officer shook his stick threateningly.


  “Get going, you, before I run some of you in.”


  Daly heard a sour voice in the crowd call out, “Why don’t you hunt for gangsters instead of threatening honest people?”


  “Because it’s too risky,” the officer said, and then exhibited the same stupefied surprise as the husband and wife.


  He collected himself, though, and his face went purple. “Who asked that?” he yelled, but the crowd had already melted away. Daly was a half-block away before he stopped hearing the officer.


  Daly climbed the stairs to his apartment with deepening surprise. What on earth was the matter with everybody?


  It was as though everyone had been seized with the same mental trouble as himself, and could no longer control their speech but blurted out the truth every time they spoke.


  Was it possible that there was some contagious mind-disease at large, something that attacked the brain and made it impossible to control the speech?


  The telephone rang as John entered his apartment and his heart leaped when he answered it and heard Lois Lane’s voice.


  “John, I’m sorry you quarreled with father—he’s furious at you,” she said. “And I’m sorry I got angry at your teasing. You were teasing, weren’t you?”


  “No, I meant it,” Daly answered, feeling a sinking sensation as he said the words against his will.


  “What?” came the girl’s outraged exclamation. “You were serious?”


  “Then I don’t ever want to see you again. I called tip to make up with you but this is too much. Good-bye.”


  John jammed the hook up and down frantically but only the operator’s voice answered. He hung up with sinking heart.


  What was the matter with him? Was he really going mad? If so, those people in the streets must be all going mad also.


  He had a desperate impulse to go back to Lois’ home and try to explain everything, but decided it wouldn’t do. He’d have to wait until her justifiable anger had cooled a little.


  Miserably he slumped into a chair. He heard from the next apartment the loud blare of a radio on which an oily voice was introducing a political speaker.


  “And now,” said the greasy voice, “Albert Moss himself will address you and will tell you just what he intends to do if you elect him governor. Ladies and gentlemen, Mr. Moss!”


  John heard the vibrant, deep voice of Albert Moss, that renowned political leader, succeed that of his introducer.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, I am asking you to elect me governor and I am telling you: This is what I shall do if you favor me with this high office. These are the things I shall strive for if I am raised to this eminence.


  “My first aim will be to increase my personal fortune as much as possible, by every means within the letter of the law. I shall expect corporations whom I favor in recommending legislation to be suitably grateful, and shall also endeavor to enrich myself as much as possible by the sale of the more valuable state offices.


  “Secondly, I shall try to get all my friends into well-paying official positions. Of course it will also be my care to build up my party’s organization in apportioning appointments, and to discharge all members of the opposite party holding—”


  At this moment the astounded Daly heard the voice break off suddenly. A moment later came the announcer’s hurried voice.


  “People of the radio audience, Mr. Moss’ talk has been interrupted. His friends dragged him away from the microphone—”


  Then that voice too stopped and a moment later another one hastily added, “This station is signing off.”


  Daly passed his hand over his forehead in amazement.


  “So Moss too has gone nuts! Lord, there’ll be plenty of excitement about that in the papers tomorrow morning.”


  But John found that the newspapers next morning gave only moderate space to Albert Moss’ astounding radio speech. There were other and even more amazing events for the press to chronicle and they made almost unbelievable reading.


  The noted ones of the nation seemed suddenly to have started vying with each other in making astonishing statements. A hundred cases had occurred where well-known men and women had calmly blurted out the most astounding facts, then had seemed thunderstruck by their words.


  The mayor of Central City, that great midwestern metropolis, had been asked by reporters the routine question about corruption in the city and had electrified them by his answer.


  “Yes, there is plenty of graft in this city and I am glad to say that I am getting my share of it.”


  “Mayor Dwerris, do you mean to say that you admit taking bribes?” the stunned newspapermen asked.


  The mayor opened his mouth wildly as though to deny it but what he said was, “Sure I’ve taken bribes—lots of them.”


  The crazily excited reporters who ran to the States’ Attorney asked that official breathlessly, “Mr. Dong, did you know that Mayor Dwerris has been grafting?”


  “Of course I’ve known—he’s given me plenty to overlook it,” answered the official, and then was even more stupefied by what he had said than his listeners.


  In Hollywood a movie star who was being interviewed on the radio had been asked, “Miss De Lane, just what is your feeling toward the public that has raised you to stardom by its admiration?”


  She had answered, “I think they’re a lot of saps to go see the junk I make, but it’s their funeral, not mine.” When she realized what she had said, she fainted.


  In a San Francisco courtroom a great criminal attorney who had worked his defense of an accused murderer up to a super-dramatic climax had topped it by asking in a tense, strained voice, “James Bradley, on your oath to God, did you or did you not kill that man?”


  The accused man had assumed his most solemn look of innocence and had answered, “Sure I killed him—I told you that when you took my case.” The court had been thrown into wild confusion.


  John Daly read of these and scores of similar cases with increasing amazement. This thing, then, was not affecting just a few people, but everybody. Everyone had suddenly begun to blurt out their real thoughts whenever they spoke.


  The newspapers had no explanation for all these astonishing statements, as yet. They were too engrossed with the statements themselves. But John was becoming more and more convinced that some strange wave of mental trouble was sweeping the country.


  It seemed to John that everyone went around that morning in a daze. They were stupefied to find that when they opened their mouths what they said was not what they meant to say. Everybody seemed suddenly unable to restrain their real thoughts from utterance.


  At noon Daly heard newsboys crying extras and went out and bought one. The headline shrieked, “Stock Market Crashes!”


  John read the story below. A terrific dip in stock values had been started by a news-dispatch from Washington.


  The Washington correspondents had been interviewing the President that morning and one of them had put the time-honored question, “What do you think of the country’s business prospects, sir?”


  The President had smiled optimistically and had answered, “I think things are going to be pretty bad for a while yet.”


  That unprecedented answer was enough to cause a wave of selling in the exchanges that developed swiftly into a crash.


  Daly saw the effects in the next few days. The stock crash was followed by an increasing panic. Prominent men had only doubtful things to say about the future, and each statement sent public confidence lower.


  Factories began to close down and the unemployed mounted swiftly in number. Business fell off still further because the clerks in stores described their goods to customers in truthful but unsalesmanlike fashion. Beauty shops closed down almost completely as their patrons learned people’s real opinion of their accomplishments.


  John saw fist fights in the streets everywhere—this sudden general madness of blurting out truthful but unflattering statements caused a great increase in crimes of violence. Similarly divorce petitions increased vastly as husbands and wives expressed their real opinions of each other. The country’s life was in confusion.


  And the thing had taken hold of the rest of the world, seeming to creep gradually around it. In Europe and Asia and Australia, men suddenly found themselves unable to speak anything but the truth. The results were in some places even more terrible than in America.


  The English government fell when the premier admitted that he didn’t believe in his own policies. The German dictator was slain by a mob when he made a speech disclosing himself as a self-seeking demagogue indifferent to his country’s real progress.


  France and Italy were at swords’ points because of a candid admission by the Italian leader that he coveted the Savoy. Russia was torn by terrific internal strife, touched off when the wave of truth-madness made half the country admit it hated Communism.


  In Tokyo, the War Minister had told foreign correspondents that when Japan finished annexing China, she would start on the Philippines. Washington had instantly dispatched a warning note and war between the two countries threatened as their fleets mobilized.


  Had the whole world gone crazy? It seemed so. All the institutions and safeguards of civilization were dissolving under this crazy wave of involuntary truth-telling. People did not know why they could not control their speech but they knew it was bringing disaster upon them. John Daly saw the shadow of war and chaos darken swiftly on the world.


  Yet even this could not oppress John as much as his loss of Lois, of the girl he loved.


  He called her again from the laboratory, but it was Wilson Lane who answered and his voice became rasping when he heard John’s name.


  “So it’s you! I thought I told you never to bother us again.”


  “Mr. Lane, I just called to tell you how sorry I am that all this happened,” John said desperately.


  “Oh, so you’ve changed your mind about me being an old fool?” demanded Wilson Lane.


  “No, I still think you are one,” Daly heard himself say despite his effort of will to say something apologetic.


  Wilson Lane exploded into five minutes of solid profanity and then hung up. Miserably John replaced the receiver and stared at the wall.


  What was he to do? What was anyone to do, in this terrible curse of truth that had descended upon the world?


  He was still staring at the telephone when it rang suddenly. With quick hope that it might be Lois, he answered.


  To his surprise, Doctor Jason Rand’s voice came over the instrument. Daly had almost forgotten his employer in his own troubles and the crazy condition of the world at large.


  “I’m calling long distance from near where I’m now staying, to ask you about the laboratory,” Doctor Rand said. “Have you been going ahead with the work just as when I was there, getting to the laboratory on time every day?”


  Daly could not control his answer, he knew. Hopelessly he heard himself say, “No, I’m an hour or more late every morning now and I generally leave an hour or two early.”


  He expected an icy blast of condemnation, but to his astonishment, he heard Doctor Rand chuckle at his answer.


  “All right, Daly, that’s all I want to know. Just go ahead as you are and I’ll see you when I get back.”


  Daly hung up and this time there was wonderment on his face as he looked at the instrument. Why in the world had Doctor Rand been so unexpectedly pleased at his answer?


  He hadn’t wanted to tell Rand the truth, of course. He had wanted to assure him he was on time every day, but like everyone else now, he had had to tell the truth despite himself.


  Was that why Rand had called him? To see if he would tell the truth? It had certainly seemed so, as though Rand had only been using him for a test of some kind.


  Suddenly Daly sprang to his feet, quivering with excitement. He had suddenly remembered the conversation he had had with Doctor Rand about truthfulness the day before the chemist had departed.


  What had Rand said? “This world would be a happy and sinless Utopia if everyone could be made to tell the truth.”


  If everyone could be made to tell the truth! But that was just what happened ; something had made it impossible for everyone to speak anything but truth. Had that something been devised by Jason Rand?


  It was insane to think that, John told himself. How could any one man make it impossible for anyone on earth to lie? Yet he could not rid himself of the conviction that somehow Rand had done it. He tried excitedly to remember more of their conversation.


  He remembered now that he had said that only by administering truth serum of some kind to everyone could they be made to tell the truth. Had Rand done that somehow? He must have used something upon the peoples of earth to affect them so, and he must have used it in a way that reached every living person on earth.


  But there wasn’t any way a serum or drug could be administered almost simultaneously to everyone on earth, was there? Then John smote the table with his fist as his brain saw light. Of course there was a way!


  The atmosphere! If the serum or drug were produced in gaseous form, and this gas poured into the atmosphere on a large scale, it would ultimately affect everyone who breathed. Rand must have done that.


  It would not be hard to find out, John, told himself. Rapidly he set up apparatus and before long was making a delicate test of a sample of the atmosphere. He found it had in it extremely small amounts of some unknown compound.


  It was that compound, that gas breathed in with every lungful of air, that was somehow making everyone speak only truth. Daly was convinced. To make certain, he carefully prepared two little chemically absorbent pellets and put them into his nostrils.


  Breathing through them, he found the air seemed no different. Yet they should absorb the unknown gas, and if he was right, he should find himself able now to speak a lie if he wanted to.


  He determined to test that and went to the window to call a newsboy. Before the boy reached the door, John took a silver dollar from a mass of smaller coins in his pocket.


  “Can you change that?” he asked the boy. “It’s the smallest coin I have.”


  The next moment he was exultant. He had told a lie! He was the only man in the world now able to speak other than the truth!


  He dismissed the boy, took out the absorbent pellets and thrust them into his pocket, and then sprang to the telephone.


  “I want you to trace a call I received an hour ago,” he told the operator. “It is vitally important.”


  Ten minutes later the operator told him, “Your party called from White Silver Lake, Vermont.”


  John wasted no time with trains or automobiles but chartered a plane and an hour later was flying through the afternoon sunlight toward the village in northern Vermont.


  His tension was extreme. Up there in the wilds of that isolated region, Doctor Rand must somehow be pouring that fatal truth gas into the atmosphere. And unless he were halted, everything in the world was going to rot from too much truth-telling.


  Even now it might be too late, but he did not think it was. If the outpouring of the gas were only halted, if people and governments were only able to use a little discretion again in their speech, complete world-disaster might be averted.


  White Silver Lake proved a tiny huddle of a dozen white frame cottages beside the lake that named the place. In the country store that had the only telephone in the place, John described Doctor Rand.


  “Sure, he come here months ago and set up work at the old bauxite mine back in the hills,” the storekeeper told him.


  “He’s doin’ some kind of refining there, they say. Had machinery and stuff sent in and put up, and stays there alone now working.”


  Daly got directions from him and hired a rickety flivver that took him back through the sunset-lit hills by precarious roads. As he neared the valley to which he had been directed, a roaring sound came to his ears, growing louder as he advanced.


  He emerged into a long green valley scarred on one slope by the site of an old mine, rickety buildings standing on naked brown rock. Machinery hummed now in some of the buildings, and from one a huge tube like a great metal nozzle projected forty feet up into the sky. From it came the steady roaring sound.


  John stopped the car and hastened toward the building of the nozzle. He saw no one until, when he was ten feet from the door, Doctor Jason Rand stepped out and covered him with an ugly revolver.


  “I’ve been rather expecting you to come and have watched for you, Daly,” he said. “You see, I knew you were the only person in the world who might guess what I’m doing.”


  “You are doing it, then?” exclaimed John. “It’s you that’s brought this terror on the world.


  “Terror?” repeated Jason Rand. “It’s the greatest gift anyone has ever made to humanity: this necessity for telling the truth.


  “It was your suggestion about the truth serum that started it, too, Daly. I wondered if the thing could be done on a large scale and that very afternoon started investigating truth serums. I found them mostly ineffectual experiments, but saw how a completely effective compound could be produced in gaseous form and made so powerful that a tiny proportion of it in the atmosphere would affect everyone breathing.


  “This place had the natural ores I needed for production of the truth gas so I came here and have been releasing it into the atmosphere at a steady rate. To make sure it was working, I called you, and found it was. As. long as it’s poured out into the air here, the world must speak the truth. And as long as the truth is spoken, the world’s troubles will be at an end.”


  “You don’t know what you’re talking about!” John cried. “This stuff you’re pouring into the atmosphere is ruining civilization. Business is dying, families breaking up by millions, friends being estranged, nations on the brink of war with each other.


  “Myself, I’ve lost the girl I love simply because I blurted out needless truth to her. And all this because of this horrible case of truthfulness. You’ve got to stop releasing this stuff!”


  “Nonsense!” snapped Jason Rand. “The conditions you mention are only temporary confusion. In due time they’ll pass away.”


  “I tell you, they’re getting worse every day and they’ll soon reach complete chaos,” Daly cried. “You must stop this thing, now! If you don’t, I’ll make you!”


  John took a desperate step forward but Jason Rand raised his pistol threateningly, “Not so fast, my young friend! I’m not going to have my great work interrupted by your blind foolishness. You walk ahead of me into that building. I’m going to tie you up and keep you confined here for safety’s sake.”


  “But won’t you quit this—” John began, but was quieted by a command. “Not another word, Daly. You march!” Daly’s heart sank as he walked ahead of the scientist into the building. Mentally he cursed the pig-headed chemist who was single-handedly wrecking the social fabric of the world.


  His hands explored his pockets desperately for some weapon but found none. Then his fingers touched something that gave him sudden inspiration and hope, two little pellets of absorbent cotton—the pellets he had used in his nostrils when testing the air! They gave him an idea and he took them quickly out and under pretext of brushing his face, slipped them into his nostrils.


  He stood then amid the looming machinery of the old building while Jason Rand, still keeping him covered, brought ropes.


  “Doctor Rand,” said John, “I guess I was a little hasty, after all. I’m beginning to think you’re doing a great work.”


  Rand stopped and stared suspiciously at him. “You are? What made you change your mind so suddenly?”


  “Well, it was what you said about the present state of things being only temporary,” John Daly lied splendidly. “It seems to me that you’re right and that the world will be better off in the end. I’d like to help you in this great work of producing the truth gas. I’ve only the greatest desire to help and I assure you I no longer have any wish to stop you.”


  Jason Rand looked puzzled. “This is certainly a sudden change of heart,” he said. “If it were not that lying is now impossible, I’d think you were lying. But since I know you must be telling the truth, I’m glad to hear you say it. And I welcome you to carry on this great work with me, my boy.”


  He put the pistol back into his pocket and extended his hand. Instantly John jumped for him.


  Two minutes later he had the pistol and a dishevelled Jason Rand was contemplating him stupidly.


  “But you told me—” he stammered.


  “I told you a lie,” John admitted, and took the pellets from his nostrils and showed them.


  “That’s how I did it. And now, Doctor, you’re going to be tied up while I start wrecking this devil’s device of yours.” Two hours later the plant was very thoroughly wrecked and Daly untied the cramped, bitter Jason Rand. He locked the chemist up in his room, found another, and went to sleep.


  It was evening of the next day when he and the angry, bristling Rand reached New York again. The chaotic confusion there seemed quieted now, but when Rand saw the evidences of its recent existence, he appeared not so furious as at first.


  The newspapers’ late editions were screaming the news that this sudden wave of what they called “uncontrolled speech” had receded as strangely as it had come. People, they said, were no longer saying things they didn’t want to.


  As he and Rand went to the laboratory, Daly heard the blade-vendor shouting aloud, “Blades that wear almost forever, men! The bargain of the age!”


  He heard a passing man tell the faded woman beside him, “Now, dear, you know you’re as good-looking as ever.”


  He saw a sign on a newspaper stand that cried, “President Predicts Boom Business—Stock Market Rises Again!” Another placard stated, “War Scare Quiets as Japan Affirms Desire for Peace!”


  “It looks like everything’s almost normal again,” said John. Jason Rand maintained a dour silence.


  At the laboratory they found a newspaper reporter waiting for Rand. “Doctor Rand, we’d like a statement from you as from our other great scientists about this recent wave of mental aberration in speech,” he said snappily. “It’s been suggested that some person might somehow have caused all this, and that he ought to be hunted down and hung. Do you think such a thing is possible?”


  Jason Rand’s eyes shifted from the reporter’s expectant face to John Daly, and bade again to the reporter.


  He coughed. “I think,” he said impressively, “that the idea is sheer nonsense. No person could cause a thing like that.”


  “Just what every other scientist thinks,” said the reporter. “Thanks for your word on it, Doc, and so long.”


  He left and Jason Rand looked a little guiltily at his assistant.


  “After all,” he said, “there are times when the strict truth is not exactly advisable.”


  John nodded “We’ll say no more about it,” Rand told him with dignity. “But try to be on time in the morning.”


  John went out grinning. Within a half-hour he was walking up the steps of the Lane home. Wilson Lane met him on the porch, his chubby face wearing an ominous frown.


  “I thought I told you never to come here again, Daly,” he greeted him.


  “Mr. Lane, I came to apologize,” John said earnestly. “That night I spoke insultingly to you I had been drinking a little and didn’t know what I was doing. It was the same when I telephoned. But since then I’ve realized what a fool I made of myself and want your forgiveness.”


  Wilson Lane eyed him warily. “You don’t consider me an old fussbudget, then?”


  John laughed and put his hand on his shoulder. “You? Of course not. I only hope that twenty years from now I’ll be as good a sport as you are, sir!”


  The chubby father of Lois beamed. “That’s fine, John. I’m glad to see you’re yourself again. Lois is back in the garden. Suppose you make it up with her, too.”


  John found her there, but at the sight of him, she walked rapidly toward the house.


  He caught her arm. “Lois, listen! I must have been crazy to tease you like that. I’m so sorry.”


  She stopped and turned to face him, blue eyes serious. “You were only teasing, then? You really like my dress?”


  “Like it?” he exclaimed. “Why, I was crazy about it. I want you to wear it all the time.”


  “John, I’m so happy!” she exclaimed long minutes later when he released hen Then she asked, “Why are you sniffing the air like that?”


  “I was just wondering if there were any chance of—but I guess it’s all gone and everything’s safe,” he answered to her mystification.


  “But as I was telling you, I really thought your dress was wonderful. But then you look swell in anything, Lois—”


  THE ETERNAL CYCLE


  Wonder Stories, March 1935


  “LANE, DON’T, DON’T go! Somehow I’m afraid.”


  Lane Winters, tall, blond, and cheerful, smiled down into his sweetheart’s anxious face.


  Christa Dain’s soft, child-like face and serious dark eyes were deeply disturbed as she raised them toward him.


  “Paul Grann hates you because Pm going to marry you,” she continued. “And under that cold scientist’s exterior, he’s dangerous.


  “Why should he want to see you? I don’t want you to go.”


  Winters laughed. “You’re conjuring bogies, Christa. Grann’s laboratory is only across the campus—I’ll see what he wants and be back in twenty minutes. You stop worrying and wait for me.”


  Before Christa could protest, he skipped down from the porch of the old-fashioned house and then walked with rapid, athletic strides through the darkness across the campus of Western University.


  He reached the dark, imposing bulk of the Physics Building and entered, went down stone halls that echoed resoundingly to his cheerful whistling. He knocked on a door that showed a crack of light.


  “Winters?” asked Paul Grann’s voice. “Come on in.”


  Winters opened the door and stepped into the laboratory. Something crashed down on his head and he lost consciousness.


  He woke to find his hands and feet tied and Paul Grann standing over him, the physicist’s dark, immobile face strangely set.


  Winters raged weakly. “Grann, damn you! Knocking me out—just because I and not you am going to marry Christa!”


  “You’re not going to marry Christa, Winters,” said the physicist quietly. “I’m going away tonight, and you’re going with me.


  “We’re going into the future, ahead through time clear to the end of the universe itself, never to return.”


  “To the end of the universe?” Lane cried. “You’re mad!”


  Paul Grann gestured calmly to an eight-foot metal cube that stood at the end of the laboratory. It had windows of quartz-glass and an open door that disclosed mechanisms, batteries, and dials inside.


  “That’s what we’re going in, Winters. That cube will enable its occupants to leave this space-time frame and enter others.


  “There are countless other space-time frames besides the one we live in, you know. In some of them time is vastly faster than in ours, and a long time here is but an instant there.


  “By entering the right time-frame, a million years here will be but a minute to us. We shall be invisible, intangible, to all in this time-frame, yet can see. And we shall be able to move at will in space.


  “We shall go down through time at millions of years a minute, to the end of the cosmos. We shall see that end.”


  “It’s insane, impossible!” gasped Lane Winters.


  “For centuries,” Grann continued, “scientists have speculated upon what the end of the cosmos will be.


  “Some have visioned a universe of dead suns at the end; others one in which all matter has changed into cold gas; others still, one in which all matter has melted into intangible radiation.


  “But they are only guesses. It has been my dream for years to know what the cosmos’ end will be, to see it. And now we both shall see, for I’m going on in the cube to the end of the universe. And Fm not leaving you here with Christa—you’re coming with me!”


  Grann reached down, picked up Lane Winters, and dragged him toward the cube. Winters felt as though caught in a nightmare.


  There was the sound of voices outside, a knock on the door.


  “Lane, are you in there?” cried Christa’s voice. “I got worried when you didn’t return. I’ve brought policemen.”


  Before Winters could answer, Paul Grann clapped a hand over his mouth and dragged him into the cube, his dark face taut.


  The locked door rattled and Christa cried, “We’re going to break in if you don’t answer!”


  Paul Grann slammed shut the cube door and leaped to a bank of switches in its corner. Winters, lying bound in the cube, heard switches click under Grann s hands, the sudden loud hum of transformers.


  White light glowed from the metal walls of the cube and then abruptly it seemed to dart through the laboratory walls with incredible speed. Yet in the split-second it did so, Winters sensed rather than saw something suddenly materializing where the cube had stood.


  The next moment the cube was floating in starry space! It hung amid a universe of stars gone mad, suns moving through the void with nightmare, incredible rapidity. The sun of earth was a rapidly receding star whose planets were already invisible.


  The transformers hummed louder as Grann shifted the cube into still another time-frame. Winters glimpsed the dials beside the hunched physicist and gasped. Each minute for them in the cube was a full million years in the universe outside.


  To their eyes the speeds of the celestial bodies were accelerated millions of times. Suns marched rapidly across the black firmament, singly and in great clusters. The currents of the universe’s great star-streams moved like mill-races. The swift comets, incredible now in speed, flashed across the heavens like streaks of light.


  The sun of earth was already out of sight, lost amid the mad hosts of stars. The great gaseous nebulae shrank and condensed into stars until no nebulae were left. Dark stars neared and collided and flashed into flaming suns like popping fireworks.


  Grann left the controls and untied the stupefied Lane.


  “Ten million years!” he cried in exaltation. “Ten million years have passed—and it’s only been that many minutes to us!”


  Winters clutched Grann’s throat madly. “Damn you, Grann, take me back to earth, to Christa, do you hear? I’ll kill you!”


  Grann, reeling, choking, yet laughed wildly. “Impossible—earth and our sun are already countless leagues away. Christa has been dead ten million years.”


  Lane Winters forgot the cosmic awe of the scene around them in the horror of that thought. Christa dead, gone, ten million years!


  Grann, gasping, struggled back to the switches. “You can kill me if you want, Winters, but why not wait until our eyes have looked on what no other eyes will ever look upon, the end of the cosmos?”


  Winters leaned against a window, his brain cracking. Christa, his friends, his home, all gone for a hundred thousand centuries!


  The click of switches marked their entrance into still speedier time-frames. Each minute now marked tens of millions of years.


  The storming suns that seared space around them seemed shrinking in size and brilliance as the aeons flashed by. Here and there many among them dwindled and disappeared, winked out.


  More and more of them vanished. The universe was dying as the ages flashed by, its suns disappearing. A faint, ghostly glow of light began to fill space. In it the remaining stars shone feebler.


  Paul Grann watched with eager eyes. “The suns of the universe are melting away in radiation! Sir James Jeans foretold it, back on earth, billions of years ago.


  “Will it keep on until all matter is gone and there is nothing left in the cosmos but radiation, as he predicted?”


  In the pale, eery glow of space, the stars became ever fewer. With each swift billion years, more of them winked out. The starry hosts of the cosmos were passing away as their substance melted into the radiation that now filled space.


  Lane Winters watched with Paul Grann, their hatred forgotten in the awe of the cosmic drama they witnessed. They looked on the cosmos’ end itself, a scene no human had ever thought to behold.


  The last stars struggled in the pale, cool glow, winking and blinking. Then they vanished and there was nothing in the whole universe but the wan, ghostly glow of immaterial radiation.


  Grann’s voice was high with superhuman exaltation. “The end of the cosmos! And we stand here at that end.


  “Jeans was right—the cosmos ends as pure radiation with no matter left—nothing but empty radiation, from now until time ends. We’ve come ten million million years and we’ve seen it with our own eyes.”


  Lane Winters clutched the window-edge for support. “Ten million million years!” he choked. “Our sun, our world, Christa, all gone so unthinkably long ago.”


  He grasped Grann’s arm. “But if the universe has ended, what is there for us to do now?”


  Paul Grann drew from his pocket two little glass vials and handed one to Winters.


  “We’ve seen the cosmos’ end and now our end is at hand too,” said Grann. “The air-supply of the cube will be exhausted in a few hours, but this poison gives us an easier way to die.


  “We can die, and I can die happily. I’ve done what men never dreamed of doing; I’ve seen the end of the universe!”


  Paul Grann, his face darkly gleaming with strange pride, raised die tiny vial to his lips.


  Suddenly he paused as Winters uttered a sharp cry and pointed through the window. “Grann, look! Things are changing!”


  The physicist shook his head. “There can’t be any change now until time’s end. The cosmos, and change, have ended.”


  “But the light’s changing—it is changing!” Lane insisted.


  Paul Grann stiffened as he looked from the window.


  The pale glow of radiation was changing, seemed somehow forming into fine glowing dust that was gathering into clouds.


  Grann’s lips moved bemazedly. “But this means—this means that the radiation is somehow reforming into atoms, matter—


  The glowing dust gathered ever more quickly into the great clouds as the billions of years ticked by.


  The cube floated amid those vast clouds that were drawing the glowing space-dust into them.


  “God, can it be that Jeans was only half right?” Paul Grann muttered. “The cosmos, when it has ended as radiation, somehow starts again? Its radiation reforms into a new universe?”


  “Grann, these glowing clouds arc nebula!” Lane cried. “Giant nebulae!”


  And the nebula were changing, too. They condensed around bright centers and these centers flamed out as blazing suns, broke loose from their parent nebulae.


  Swiftly space around the cube filled again with swarming suns as they condensed and formed from the nebulae.


  “A new universe!” cried Paul Grann madly. “A new universe formed from the radiation that alone remained of the old!


  “A colossal cycle, that’s what it is. Going on through all eternity, the cosmos melts away into radiation and then reforms again into suns that once more age and melt and vanish.”


  Winters pointed to a great double sun-cluster nearby.


  “But that cluster, Grann! It looks exactly like one in our old universe!—and that group of nebulas, too!”


  Grann’s eyes widened still further and Lane Winters saw an awful doubt fall upon the physicist’s face as he stared.


  “It looks—it all looks exactly like our old universe,” he whispered.


  “God, can the new universe that is born each time from the ruins of the old be identically the same as the old?


  “It might be—it might be. Arising each time from identically the same kind of cosmic radiation, obeying the same laws—


  He suddenly gripped the switches with taut hands. “There’s a way to find out for sure!”


  The cube fled across the starry spaces like a metal comet gone mad as Grann drove it through the space-time frames.


  He peered, searched amid the thronging swarms of stars as though seeking landmarks to use in hunting something.


  At last he slowed the cube’s flight as it slanted down toward a yellow sun that boomed through the void and that had nine still molten planets circling it.


  “It’s our sun!” Winters cried. “The same as in our old universe!”


  “It looks the same—it looks the same,” Grann whispered. “We’ll find out for sure.”


  The cube dipped toward the third planet of the speeding sun. So swift their progress through time that by the time they hovered over that world, it had already cooled; seas were forming from its murky hydrosphere, green life advancing upon it.


  Grann shifted into slower time-frames but still change went on supernally swift upon the world below. Its land and sea outlines fluxed and changed until suddenly they reached familiar form.


  “My God, it’s the same as our old earth!” cried Lane. “That’s the western hemisphere—the North and South Americas!


  “How can it be the same as on the old earth? How can everything in this universe be the same as in our old universe?”


  “It can because it must!” Grann exclaimed. “This universe, forming out of immaterial radiation exactly like the last, is like that last universe in every atom.


  “And being exactly alike, everything in this universe happens exactly as it did in the last. Equal forces under equal conditions must produce absolutely equal results, events.


  “The cosmos repeats itself, endlessly, identically. The universe is born and lives and dies, and then is born again and lives again, exactly the same to the tiniest detail as the one before it!”


  Lane Winters was aghast. “But if that’s so, there must be another me down there—another Lane Winters exactly like me!”


  Grann was staggered by the suggestion. “God, and so must there be another Paul Grann?


  “We’ll soon see! We’ll go ahead to the time on this earth corresponding to that in which we lived, to the night we left.”


  The cube slowed in time-progress as it sank down toward the familiar-looking planet. Minutes later, intangibly, invisibly, it sank down through the roof of a laboratory identical with the old one.


  Grann uttered a cry. For there in the laboratory stood another Paul Grann, identical to the last detail with himself.


  The Grann there in the laboratory was inspecting a metal cube that was exactly like their own that hovered, invisible to him, overhead. His dark face was strangely set.


  “It’s I,” whispered Grann in the cube to Lane Winters. “It’s I, as I was that night so many million million years ago.”


  They saw the Paul Grann beneath them look suddenly toward the door. He picked up a copper pipe, darted to the side of the portal.


  He spoke, and the door opened and another Lane Winters entered—another Lane Winters, exactly like the one who watched.


  Grann struck with the copper tube and the Lane Winters below sank unconscious. They saw Grann tie him then, and when he regained consciousness, talk to him, pointing at the cube.


  Then they saw him drag the bound Winters into his cube. They saw the door of the laboratory rattle, saw Grann slam shut the cube door, saw it glow suddenly with white light.


  It shot upward and outward, through the laboratory walls, and as it did so, Paul Grann—the first Paul Grann—twisted the switches of their cube and it shot down and came to rest at the spot in the laboratory from which the other cube had just vanished!


  The white glow of their cube’s walls died and Grann ripped open the door, staggered with Lane into the laboratory.


  “Repetition—repetition through eternity!” Grann cried, “Just as many million million years ago built the cube and took you away with me, so has the universe repeated itself to the last atom and another Paul Grann has carried away another Lane Winters!”


  Lane clutched his arm. “Grann, and before, too! As our cube left your laboratory back in our old universe, ages ago, I thought I saw something materialize in our place.


  “Do you realize—it was the Grann and Winters of the universe before ours, coming just as we departed, just as we have come here as this Grann and Winters departed!


  “In every succeeding universe it has happened, identically. In every universe Grann has built his cube and carried away Winters to the next universe, and the Grann and Winters of that next universe have gone on to the next. How long—how long has the cosmos repeated itself? How long will it—”


  The laboratory door crashed suddenly open. Two policemen stood in its opening and behind them was Christa Dain.


  She saw Lane Winters and her dark eyes lit with relief as she ran toward him, her arms encircling him.


  “Lane, I was so worried! Why didn’t you answer when I called just now?”


  Lane looked down at her, unable even yet to completely comprehend.


  It was Christa, the same, the very same; but not his Christa—his Christa had died uncountable millions of millions of years ago.


  Yet this was Christa, too—the same, down to the last thought. He suddenly held her hungrily close to him.


  “Christa, I’ve got you back!” he cried, choking. “Not my Christa—I never came back to her. But another Lane Winters did.”


  She looked up at him amazedly, puzzled, “Lane, what in the world are you talking about? What’s been happening?”


  She looked accusingly at Paul Grann’s dark face. “Has Paul Grann been doing anything to you?”


  Winters shook his head. “No, we were just—testing a mechanism. And we’ve become friends.”


  Grann nodded quietly. “Yes. We’ve become friends.”


  “I’m glad,” Christa said. “But what were you talking about, Lane?”


  Lane looked helplessly at Grann, at the big metal cube which the policemen were surveying in puzzlement.


  Grann had begun to quietly demolish the cube, ripping out fittings, cutting wiring, destroying its mechanisms.


  Lane held the girl closer. “It was just a wild sort of dream—a dream about another universe, another Lane Winters, and another Christa Dain.


  “I can’t tell you any more of it. I can tell you this, though. In any universe, across any gulf, Lane Winters loves you, Christa. And until time itself comes to an end, he will.”


  THE ACCURSED GALAXY


  The Accursed Galaxy, July 1935


  A THIN, TEARING sound like the ripping of thousands of sheets of paper grew with lightning speed to a vibrant roar that brought Garry Adams to his feet in a jump.


  He leaped to the door of his cabin and as he flung it open, he saw a sword of white fire cleave the night vertically and heard an abrupt ear-shattering crash from the distant darkness.


  Then all was dark and still again, but down in the dimly starlit valley he could see clouds of smoke slowly rising.


  “Good heavens, a meteorite!” Garry exclaimed. “And it’s fallen right into my lap.”


  His eyes suddenly lighted. “Will this make a story! Reporter Sole Witness of Meteor’s Fall—”


  He grabbed a flashlight from the shelf by the door and the next minute was hurrying down the rude path that twisted from his hilltop cabin down the wooded slope to the valley.


  Garry Adams was for fifty weeks of each year a reporter on one of the more sensational New York dailies. But two weeks each summer he spent in this lonely cabin in the northern Adirondacks and washed the taste of slayings, scandals and corruption out of his mind.


  “Hope there’s something left of it,” he muttered as he tripped over a root in the dark. “It would rate a three-column picture.”


  Stopping for a moment at a place where the rude path emerged from the trees, he scanned the darkness of the valley. He spotted the place where faint wisps of smoke were still rising and plunged unhesitatingly in that direction through the woods.


  Briers tore Garry’s trousers and scratched his hands, and boughs whipped and stung his face as he struggled ahead. He dropped the flashlight once and had a hard time getting it. But before long he heard a crackle of small flames and smelled smoke. He emerged a few minutes later into a hundred-foot circle crushed flat by the impact of the meteorite.


  Brush and grass, set afire by the heat of impact, were burning feebly, several places around the edge of this circle, and smoke got into Garry’s eyes. He stood blinking, then saw the meteorite.


  It was not an ordinary meteorite at all. He saw that at the first glance, even though the thing was half buried in the soft earth which it had flung up around itself. It was a glowing polyhedron ten feet in diameter, its surface a multitude of small flat facets, perfectly geometrical in shape. An artificial polyhedron that had fallen from outer space.


  Garry Adams stared, and as he stared the visioned news headings in his mind expanded into black headlines.


  “Meteorite Proves Shot from Space! Reporter Finds Shell from Space that Contains—”


  What did the thing contain? Garry took a step toward it, cautiously because of the heat the white glow of it betokened. To his surprise, he found that the polyhedron was not hot at all. The ground under his feet was hot from the impact but the faceted thing before him was not. Its glow, whatever it was, was not of heat.


  Garry stared, his black brows concentrated into a frown beneath which his brain worked excitedly. It must be, he argued, a thing made by intelligent beings, somewhere out in space.


  It could hardly contain living beings, for they could not have survived its fall. But there might be books, machines, models—


  Garry came to a sudden decision. This story was too big for him to handle alone. He knew the man he needed here. He turned around and struggled back through the woods to the path, then followed it, not back up to the cabin but on down the valley until it joined a narrow, rude dirt road.


  An hour of walking on this brought him to a somewhat better dirt road, and an hour more on this brought him, tired but still vibrant with excitement, into a dark, sleeping little village.


  Garry pounded on the door of the general store until a querulous, sleepy storekeeper came down in his nightshirt and let him in. He made straight for the telephone.


  “I want to call a Dr. Peters, Dr. Ferdinand Peters of Manhattan University Observatory, in New York,” he said to the operator. “And keep ringing until you get him.”


  Ten minutes later the astronomer’s sleepy, irritated voice greeted his ears. “Well, who’s this?”


  “It’s Garry Adams, doctor,” Garry said rapidly. “You remember, the reporter who wrote up your solar researches last month?”


  “I remember that your story contained no less than thirty errors,” Dr. Peters answered acidly. “What in the devil do you want at this time of night?”


  Garry talked steadily for five minutes, and when he had finished there was so long a silence that he shouted into the transmitter, “Did you hear me? Are you there?”


  “Of course I’m here—don’t yell so loud,” retorted the astronomer’s voice. “I was just considering.” He began to speak rapidly. “Adams, I’m coming up to that village of yours on the dot, by plane if possible. You wait there for me and we’ll go out and look at the thing together. If you’re telling me the truth, you’ve got a story that will make you famous forever. If you’re hoaxing me, I’ll flay you alive if I have to chase you around the world to do it.”


  “Don’t let anyone else know about it, whatever you do,” cautioned Garry. “I don’t want any other paper to get it.”


  “All right, all right,” said the scientist. “A lot of difference it makes to me whether any of your filthy rags get it.”


  Four hours later Garry Adams saw a plane buzzing earthward through the dawn mists east of the village. He waited, and in another half hour the astronomer tramped into the place.


  Dr. Peters saw Garry and came straight toward him. Peters’ keen, spectacled black eyes and ascetic, shaven face wore an expression in which were mixed doubt and repressed excitement.


  Characteristically, he wasted no time in greetings or preliminaries. “You’re sure the thing is a geometrical polyhedron? Not just a natural meteorite with some resemblance to that shape?” he queried.


  “Wait till you see it for yourself,” Garry told him. “I’ve rented a car that will take us almost there.”


  “Drive out to my plane first,” the doctor ordered. “I’ve brought some equipment that may prove useful.”


  The equipment consisted of bars, tools and wrenches of fine steel and a complete oxy-acetylene torch outfit, with the necessary tanks. They stowed it into the back of the car and then bumped and rattled over the uncertain mountain roads until they reached the beginning of the path.


  When Dr. Peters emerged with the reporter into the clearing where lay the half-buried, glowing polyhedron, he stared at it for some moments in silence.


  “Well?” asked Garry impatiently.


  “It’s not a natural meteorite, that’s sure.”


  “But what is it?” Garry exclaimed. “A projectile from another world? What’s in it?”


  “We’ll know that when we’ve opened it,” Peters answered coolly. “The first thing is to dig away the dirt so that we can examine it.”


  Despite the astronomer’s calmness, Adams saw a glitter in his eyes as they lugged the heavy equipment from the automobile to the clearing. And the driving energy with which Dr. Peters worked was further index of the intensity of his interest.


  They started at once digging away the earth around the thing. Two hours of hard work did it, and the whole polyhedron stood naked before them, still glowing whitely in the morning sunlight. The scientist then made minute examination of the substance of the glowing thing. He shook his head.


  “It’s not like any terrestrial substance ever heard of. Is there any sign of a door or opening?”


  “Not a trace of one,” Garry answered, then added suddenly, “but here’s something on one of the facets, a sort of diagram.”


  Dr. Peters hurried quickly to his side. The reporter pointed to what he had discovered, a curious and complex sign graven deep on a facet halfway up the side of the polyhedron.


  The diagram represented a small, spiral-shaped swarm of densely crowded dots. A little out from this central swarm were other little swarms of graven dots, mostly spiral shaped also. Above this curious diagram was a row of grotesque, interlinked symbols.


  “By heaven, it’s writing of some sort, an inscription!” Garry cried. “I wish we had a photographer here.”


  “And a pretty girl to sit with her knees crossed and give the picture sex-appeal,” Peters observed caustically.” You can think of your dirty sheet in the presence of—this.”


  His eyes were brilliant with controlled excitement. “The symbols, we can’t guess what they mean, of course. Undoubtedly they tell something about this thing’s contents. But the diagram—”


  “What do you think the diagram means?” Garry asked excitedly as the astronomer paused.


  “Well, those swarms of dots seem intended to represent galaxies of stars,” Peters said slowly. “The central one, no doubt, symbolizes our own galaxy, which has just such a spiral shape, and the other swarms stand for the other galaxies of the cosmos.


  “But they’re too close to ours, those others—too close. If they were actually that close when this thing was made, it means that the thing was made back when the universe first started to expand!”


  He shook off his abstracted ponderings and turned briskly toward the pile of tools and equipment.


  “Come on, Adams, we’ll try to open it up on the side opposite the inscription. If the bars won’t do it, the torch will.”


  Two hours later, Garry and Dr. Peters, exhausted, sweating and baffled, stood back and gazed at each other in wordless futility. All of their efforts to open the mysterious polyhedron had utterly failed.


  Their sharpest tools made not the slightest scratch on the glowing walls. The oxy-acetylene torch had not the least bit more effect, its flame not even seeming to heat the substance. And even a variety of acids which Dr. Peters had brought with him had no effect.


  “Whatever it is,” Garry panted, “I’ll say it’s the hardest and most intractable matter I ever heard of.”


  The astronomer nodded slowly. “If it is matter at all,” he said.


  Garry stared. “If it is matter? Why, we can see the thing’s matter; it’s solid and real as we are.”


  “It’s solid and real,” Peters agreed, “but that does not prove that it is matter. Adams, I think that it is force of some kind, crystallized in some superhuman and unknown way into a solid-seeming polyhedron. Frozen force!


  “And I don’t think we’ll ever open it with ordinary tools. They would work with ordinary matter, but not with this thing.”


  The reporter looked perplexedly from him to the glowing mystery. “Frozen force? Then what are we going to do?”


  Peters shook his head. “The thing’s beyond me. There isn’t a way in the world that I can think of to—”


  He stopped suddenly. Garry, looking up sharply at the interruption in his words, saw that an odd listening expression had fallen upon the scientist’s face.


  It was at the same time an expression of surprise, as though some part of his mind were surprised at something another part told it.


  Dr. Peters spoke in a moment, and with the same surprise in his voice.


  “Why, what am I talking about? Of course we can open the thing. A way just occurred to me—. The thing is made of crystallized force. Well, all we need to do is to de-crystallize that force, to melt it away by the application of other forces.”


  “But surely it’s beyond your scientific knowledge how to do a thing like that!” the reporter said.


  “Not at all; I can do it easily but I’ll need more equipment,” the scientist said.


  He fished an envelope and pencil from his pocket and hastily jotted down a list of items. “We’ll go into the village and I’ll telephone New York to have these things rushed up.”


  Garry waited in the village store while the astronomer read his list into the telephone. By the time this was done and they returned to the clearing in the valley woods, darkness had fallen.


  The polyhedron was glowing weirdly in the night, a shimmering, faceted enigma. Garry had to tear his companion away from his fascinated inspection. He finally did so and they climbed to the cabin and cooked and ate a sketchy supper.


  The two sat after supper and tried to play cards by the light of the kerosene lamp. Both men were silent except for the occasional monosyllables of the game. They made error after error, until at last Garry Adams flung the cards down.


  “What’s the use of this? We’re both too wrought up over that darned thing down there to give a thought to anything else. We might as well admit that we’re dying with curiosity. Where did the thing come from and what’s in it? What do those symbols on it mean, and that diagram you said represented the galaxies? I can’t get it all out of my head.”


  Peters nodded thoughtfully. “Such a thing doesn’t come to Earth every day. I doubt if such a thing has ever come to Earth before.”


  He sat staring into the soft flame of the lamp, his eyes abstracted and his ascetic face frowning in intense interest and disturbed perplexity.


  Garry remembered something. “You said when we looked at that queer diagram on it that it might mean the polyhedron was made when the universe first started expanding. What the devil did you mean by that? Is the universe expanding?”


  “Of course it is. I thought everyone was aware of the fact,” Dr. Peters said irritably.


  Then he smiled suddenly. “But I keep forgetting, since I associate almost always with fellow scientists, how completely ignorant most people are of the universe in which they live.”


  “Thanks for the compliment,” Garry said. “Suppose you enlighten my ignorance a little on this point.”


  “Well,” said the other, “you know what a galaxy is?”


  “A swarm of stars like our sun, isn’t it—a whole lot of them?”


  “Yes, our sun is only one of billions of stars gathered together in a great swarm which we call our galaxy. We know that the swarm has a roughly spiral shape and that as it floats in space the whole spiral swarm is rotating on its center.


  “Now, there are other galaxies in space besides our own, other great swarms of stars. It is estimated, indeed, that their number runs into billions and each of them, of course, contains billions of stars. But—and this has seemed to astronomers a curious thing—our own galaxy is definitely larger than any of the others.


  “Those other galaxies lie at enormous distances from our own. The nearest is more than a million light years away and the others are much farther. And all of them are moving through space, each star cloud sweeping through the void.


  “We astronomers have been able to ascertain the speed and direction of their movements. When a star, or a swarm of stars, is moving in the line of sight of the observer, the movement has a definite effect upon its spectrum. If the swarm is moving away from the observer, the lines in its spectrum will shift toward the red end of the spectrum. The faster it is moving away, the greater will be the shift toward the red.


  “Using this method, Hubble, Humason, Slipher and other astronomers have measured the speed and direction of movement of the other galaxies. They have found an amazing thing, a thing that has created a tremendous sensation in astronomical circles. They have found that those other galaxies are all running away from our own!


  “It is not just a few of them that are moving away from our own but all of them. In every side, every galaxy in the cosmos is hurtling away from our own galaxy! And they are doing so at speeds as high as fifteen thousand miles a second, which is almost a tenth the speed of light itself.


  “At first astronomers could not believe their own observations. It seemed incredible that all other galaxies should be fleeing from our own, and for a time it was thought that certain of the nearer ones were not receding. But that has been seen to be an observational error and we now accept the incredible fact that all other galaxies are flying away from our own.


  “What does that mean? It means that there must once have been a time when all those outward-speeding galaxies were gathered with our own into a single giant supergalaxy that contained all the stars in the universe. By calculating back from their present speeds and distances, we find that that time was about two billion years ago.


  “Then something made that supergalaxy suddenly break up, and all its outer portions went flying off into space in all directions. The portions that flew off are the galaxies that are still flying away from us. Our own is without doubt the center or core of the original supergalaxy.


  “What caused that break-up of the gigantic supergalaxy? That we do not know, though many theories have been advanced. Sir Arthur Eddington believes that the break-up was caused by some unknown principle of repulsion in matter which he calls the cosmical constant. Others have suggested that space itself started expanding, an even more incredible explanation. Whatever the cause, we know that that supergalaxy did break up and that all the other galaxies formed by its break-up are flying away from our own at tremendous speeds.”


  Garry Adams had listened intently to Dr. Peters as the astronomer spoke in quick, nervous fashion.


  His own lean, newly tanned face was serious in the glow of the lamp. “It seems strange, at that,” he commented. “A cosmos in which all the other galaxies are fleeing from us. But that diagram on the side of the polyhedron—you said that indicated the thing was made when the expansion first started?”


  “Yes.” Peters nodded. “You see, that diagram was made by intelligent or superintelligent beings, for they knew our own galaxy is spiral shaped and so depicted it.


  “But they depicted the other galaxies as almost touching our own. In other words, that diagram must have been made when the giant supergalaxy first started breaking up, when the other galaxies first started running away from our own. That was some two billion years ago, as I said. Two thousand million years. So you see, if the polyhedron was actually made that long ago it—”


  “I see enough to feel that I’m going crazy with speculation,” Garry Adams said, getting to his feet. “I’m going to bed, whether I’m able to sleep or not.”


  Dr. Peters shrugged. “I suppose we might as well. The equipment I sent for won’t be out until morning.”


  Garry Adams lay thinking in the darkness after he had retired to the upper of the two bunks in the cabin. What was this visitant from outer space and what would they find in it when they opened it?


  His wonderings merged into sleep mists out of which he suddenly awoke to find the cabin bright with morning sunshine. He woke the scientist and after a hasty breakfast they hurried down to the point on the dirt road where Dr. Peters had directed the ordered equipment to be brought.


  They had waited there but a half hour when the sleek high-speed truck came humming along the narrow road. Its driver halted it at sight of them, and they helped him unload the equipment it carried. Then he drove back the way he had come.


  Garry Adams surveyed the pile of equipment dubiously. It looked too simple to him, consisting only of a dozen or so sealed containers of chemicals, some large copper and glass containers, a pile of copper strips and wiring, and some slender ebonite rods.


  He turned to Dr. Peters, who was also gazing at the pile.


  “This sure looks like a lot of junk to me,” the reporter said. “How are you going to use this stuff to de-crystallize the frozen force of the polyhedron?”


  Dr. Peters turned to him a blank, bewildered stare. “I don’t know,” he answered slowly.


  “You don’t know?” Garry echoed. “Why, what do you mean? Yesterday there at the polyhedron you said it was quite clear to you how to do it. You must have known, to order all this stuff.”


  The astronomer seemed even more bewildered. “Garry, I remember that I did know how then, when I jotted down the list of these things. But I don’t now. I haven’t the slightest idea of how they could be used on the polyhedron.”


  Garry dropped his arms, stared unbelievingly at his companion.


  He started to say something, but as he saw the other’s evident mental distress he checked himself.


  “Well, we’ll take the stuff over to the polyhedron now,” he said calmly. “Maybe by that time you’ll remember the plan you’ve forgotten.”


  “But I’ve never before forgotten anything in this way,” Peters said dazedly as he helped pick up the mass of things. “It’s simply beyond my understanding.”


  They emerged into the crushed clearing where the enigmatic polyhedron still glowed and shimmered. As they set down their burdens beside the thing, Peters burst suddenly into a laugh.


  “Why, of course I know how to use this stuff on the polyhedron. It’s simple enough.”


  Garry stared at him again. “You’ve remembered?”


  “Of course,” the scientist answered confidently. “Hand me that biggest box marked barium oxide, and two of those containers. We’ll soon have the polyhedron open.”


  The reporter, his jaw hanging in surprise, watched Peters start confidently to work with the supplies. Chemicals foamed together in the containers as rapidly as he mixed them.


  He worked swiftly, smoothly, without asking any aid of the reporter. He had an utter efficiency and utter confidence, so dissimilar to his attitude of a few minutes before, that an incredible idea was born and grew in Garry Adams’ mind.


  He said suddenly to Peters. “Doctor, you know completely what you’re doing now?”


  Peters looked up impatiently. “Of course I do,” he replied sharply. “Doesn’t it look like it?”


  “Will you do something for me?” asked Garry. “Will you come back with me to the road where we unloaded the supplies?”


  “Why in the world do that?” demanded the scientist. “I want to get this finished.”


  “Never mind; I’m not asking for fun but because it’s important,” Garry said. “Come on, will you?”


  “Oh, damn such foolishness, but I’ll go,” the scientist said, dropping his work. “It’ll lose us half an hour.”


  Fuming over this, he tramped back with Garry to the dirt road, a half mile from the polyhedron.


  “Now what do you want to show me?” he snapped, looking around. “I only want to ask you something,” Garry said. “Do you still know how to open the polyhedron?”


  Dr. Peters’ expression showed pure anger. “Why, you time-wasting young fool! Of course I—”


  He stopped suddenly, and abruptly panic fell on his face, blind terror of the unknown.


  “But I don’t!” he cried. “I did there a few minutes ago but now I don’t even know just what I was doing there!”


  “I thought so,” said Garry Adams, and though his voice was level there was a sudden chill along his spine. “When you’re at the polyhedron, you know well enough how to go about a process that is completely beyond present-day human science.


  “But as soon as you go some distance away from the polyhedron, you know no more about it than any other scientist would. Do you see what it means?”


  Peters’ face showed astounded comprehension. “You think that something—something about that polyhedron, is putting into my mind the way to get it open?”


  His eyes widened. “It seems incredible, yet at that it may be true. Neither I nor any other scientist of Earth would know how to melt frozen force. Yet when I’m there at the polyhedron I do know how to do it!”


  Their eyes met. “If something wants that open,” Garry said slowly, “it’s something inside the polyhedron. Something that can’t open it from the inside, but is getting you to do so from the outside.”


  For a space of seconds they stood in the warm morning sunlight looking at each other. The woods around them gave off a smell of warm leaves, a sleepy hum of insects. When the reporter spoke again, his voice was unconsciously lower than it had been.


  “We’ll go back,” he said. “We’ll go back, and if you know how again when we’re at the thing, we’ll know that we’re right.”


  They walked silently, hesitatingly, back toward the polyhedron. Though he said nothing, the hair rose on Garry Adams’ neck as they entered the clearing and approached the glowing thing.


  They went closer until they stood again beside the thing. Then Peters suddenly turned a white face toward the reporter.


  “You were right, Garry!” he said. “Now that I’m back here beside the thing, I suddenly know how to open it!


  “Something inside must be telling me, as you said. Something that ages ago was locked up in this and that wants—freedom.”


  A sudden alien terror fell upon them both, chilling them like a gelid breath from the unknown. With a common impulse of panic they turned hastily.


  “Let’s get away from it!” Garry cried. “For Heaven’s sake, let’s get out of here!”


  Four steps only they ran when a thought sounded in Garry’s brain, clear and loud.


  “Wait!”


  The word, the pleading request, was as strong in his mind as though his ears had heard it.


  Peters looked at him with wide eyes as they unconsciously stopped.


  “I heard it, too,” he whispered.


  “Wait, do not go!” came the rapid thought message into their minds. “Hear me at least, let me at least explain to you, before you flee!”


  “Let’s go while we can!” Garry cried to the scientist. “Peters, whatever’s in that thing, whatever is talking to our minds, isn’t human, isn’t of Earth. It came from outside space, from ages ago. Let’s get away from it!”


  But Dr. Peters was looking fascinatedly back at the polyhedron. His face was twisted by conflicting emotions.


  “Garry, I’m going to stay and listen to it,” he said suddenly. “I’ve got to find out what I can about it—if you were a scientist you’d understand! You go on and get away; there’s no reason for your staying. But I’m going back.”


  Garry stared at him, then grinned crookedly though he was still a little white beneath his tan. He said, “Just as a scientist is ridden by his passion, doctor, so is a reporter by his. I’m going back with you. But for Heaven’s sake don’t touch that equipment; don’t try to open the polyhedron, until we at least have some idea as to what kind of thing is inside!”


  Dr. Peters nodded wordlessly and then slowly they moved back to the glowing polyhedron, feeling as though the ordinary sunlit noonday world had suddenly become unreal. When they neared the polyhedron, the thoughts from within it beat more strongly into their minds.


  “I sense that you have stayed. Come closer to the polyhedron—it is only by immense mental effort that I can force my thoughts through this insulating shell of force at all.”


  Numbly they stepped closer until they were at the very side of the faceted, glowing thing.


  “Remember,” Garry whispered hoarsely to the scientist, “no matter what it tells us, what it promises, don’t open it yet!”


  The scientist nodded unsteadily. “I’m as afraid of opening it as you are.”


  The thought messages came clearer into their brains now from the polyhedron.


  “I am a prisoner in this shell of frozen force, as you have guessed. For a time almost longer than you can comprehend, I have been prisoned in it. My prison has at last been cast on your world, wherever that may be. I want your help now and I sense that you are too afraid to help me. If I disclose to you who I am and how I came to be here, you will not then be so afraid. That is why I wish now to tell you these things.”


  Garry Adams felt as though he stood in a strange dream as the thoughts from the polyhedron beat into his brain.


  “Not in mere thought messages will I tell you what I wish to tell, but visually by thought pictures that you can understand better. I do not know the capacity of your mental systems for reception of such pictures, but I will try to make them clear.


  “Do not try to think about what you see but merely allow your brains to remain in receptive condition. You will see what I wish you to see and will understand at least partially because my thoughts will accompany the visual impressions.”


  Garry felt sudden panic as the world seemed suddenly to vanish from around him. Dr. Peters, the polyhedron, the whole noonday sunlit scene, disappeared in an instant. Instead of standing in the sunlight, Garry seemed now to himself to be hanging suspended in the black vault of the cosmos—a lightless, airless void.


  Everywhere about him was only that empty blackness, save below him. Below him, far, far below, there floated a colossal cloud of stars shaped like a flattened globe. Its stars could be counted only by the millions of millions.


  Garry knew that he looked on the universe as it was two billion years ago. He knew that this below him was the giant supergalaxy in which were all the stars in the cosmos. Now he seemed to rocket down toward the mighty swarm with the swiftness of thought, and now he saw that the worlds of its swarming suns were inhabited.


  Their inhabitants were volitient beings of force, each one like a tall, disk-crowned pillar of blue-brilliant light. They were immortal; they needed no nourishment; they passed through space and matter at will. They were the only volitient beings in the whole supergalaxy and its inert matter was almost entirely at their command.


  Now Garry’s viewpoint shifted to a world near the center of the supergalaxy. There he saw a single force creature who was engaged in a new experiment upon matter. He was seeking to build new forms of it, combining and re-combining atoms in infinite permutations.


  Suddenly he came upon a combination of atoms that gave strange results. The matter so formed moved of its own accord. It was able to receive a stimulus and to remember it and act upon it. It was able also to assimilate other matter into itself, and so to grow.


  The force creature experimenter was fascinated by this strange disease of matter. He tried it on a larger scale and the diseased matter spread out and assimilated more and more ordinary matter. He named this disease of matter by a name that reproduced itself in Garry’s mind as “life.”


  This strange disease of life escaped from the experimenter’s laboratory and began to spread over all that planet. Everywhere it spread, it infected other matter. The experimenter tried to extirpate it but the infection was too widely spread. At last he and his fellows abandoned that diseased world.


  But the disease got loose from that world to other worlds. Spores of it, driven by the push of light beams to other suns and planets, spread out in every direction. The life disease was adaptable, took different forms on different worlds, but always it grew and propagated, infected more and more matter.


  The force creatures assembled their forces to wipe out this loathsome infection but could not. While they stamped it out on one world, it spread on two others. Always, too, some hidden spore escaped them. Soon nearly all the worlds of the central portion of the supergalaxy were leprous with the life plague.


  Garry saw the force creatures make a last great attempt to stamp out this pathology infecting their universe. The attempt failed; the plague continued its resistless spread. The force creatures then saw that it would spread until it had infected all the worlds in the supergalaxy.


  They determined to prevent this at all costs. They resolved to break up the supergalaxy, to detach the uninfected outer parts of it from the diseased central portion. It would be a stupendous task but the force creatures were not daunted by it.


  Their plan entailed giving to the supergalaxy a rotatory movement of great speed. This they accomplished by generating tremendous waves of continuous force through the ether, waves so directed that gradually they started the supergalaxy rotating on its center.


  Faster and faster the giant star swarm turned as time went on. The life disease was still spreading at its center but now the force creatures had hope. They continued their work until the supergalaxy was turning so fast that it could no longer hold together against its own centrifugal force. It broke up like a bursting flywheel.


  Garry saw that break-up, as though from high above. He saw the colossal, spinning star cloud disintegrating, swarm after swarm of stars breaking from it and flying away through space. Countless numbers of these smaller new galaxies broke from the parent supergalaxy until at last only the inmost core of the supergalaxy was left.


  It was still rotating, and still had the spiral form caused by its rotation. On it now the life plague had spread to nearly every world. The last swarm of clean, uninfected stars had broken away from it and was flying away like the others.


  But as this last swarm departed, there took place a ceremony and a punishment. The force creatures had passed judgment upon that one of their number whose experiments had loosed the life plague upon them and had made necessary this great break-up.


  They decreed that he should remain forever in this diseased galaxy that all the others were leaving. They imprisoned him in a shell of frozen force so constructed that never could he open it from within. They set that polyhedronal shell floating in the diseased galaxy they left behind.


  Garry Adams saw that glowing polyhedron floating in aimless orbits in the galaxy, as the years passed in millions. The other galaxies sped farther and farther away from this infected one in which the life disease now covered every possible world. Only this one force creature remained here, prisoned eternally in the polyhedron.


  Garry dimly saw the polyhedron, in its endless orbit through, the suns, chance to strike upon a world. He saw—


  He saw only mists, gray mists. The vision was passing and suddenly Garry was aware that he stood in hot sunlight. He stood by the glowing polyhedron, dazed, rapt.


  And Dr. Peters, dazed and rapt, too, was working mechanically on something beside him, a triangular thing of copper and ebonite pointed at the polyhedron.


  Garry understood instantly and cried out in horror as he leaped toward the astronomer. “Peters, don’t!”


  Peters, only partly awakened, looked dazedly down at the thing which his hands were busy finishing.


  “Smash it!” Garry yelled. “The thing inside the polyhedron kept us occupied with that vision so it could keep you working unconsciously to set it free. Don’t—oh, Lord!”


  For as Garry yelled, the dazed scientist’s hands had clicked together the last parts of the copper and ebonite triangle, and from its apex leaped a yellow beam that smote the glowing polyhedron.


  The yellow flash spread instantly over the faceted, glowing bulk, and as Garry and the waking Peters stared petrifiedly, they saw the polyhedron dissolving in that saffron flare.


  The faceted sides of frozen force melted and vanished in a moment. Up out of the dissolved prison cage burst and towered the Thing that had been in it.


  A forty-foot pillar of blazing, blue light, crowned by a disk of light, it loomed supernally splendid in sudden darkness, for with its bursting forth the noonday sunlight had snapped out like turned-off electricity. It swirled and spun in awful, alien glory as Peters and Garry cried out and threw their hands before their blinded eyes.


  From the brilliant pillar there beat into their minds a colossal wave of exultation, triumph beyond triumph, joy vaster than any human joy. It was the mighty paean of the Thing, that went out from it not in sound but in thought.


  It had been prisoned, cut away from the wide universe, for age after slow-crawling age, and now at last it was free and rejoicing in its freedom. In unbearable madness of cosmic rapture it loomed in the noonday darkness.


  Then it flashed up into the heavens like a giant lightning bolt of blue. And as it did so, Garry’s darkening brain failed and he staggered into unconsciousness.


  He opened his eyes to bright noonday sunlight, which was streaming through the window beside him. He was lying in the cabin and the day was again brilliant outside, and somewhere nearby a metallic voice was speaking.


  He recognized that the voice was coming from his own little battery radio. Garry lay unmoving, unremembering for the moment, as the excited voice hurried on.


  “—far out as we can make out, the area affected extended from Montreal as far south as Scranton, and from Buffalo in the West to some miles in the Atlantic beyond Boston, in the East.


  “It lasted less than two minutes, and in the whole area was a complete blotting out of the sun’s light and heat in that time. Also, practically all electrical machinery ceased to function and the telegraph and telephone lines went completely dead.


  “People living in certain Adirondack and Northwest Vermont sections have reported also some physical effects. They consisted of a sudden sensation of extreme joy, coincident with the darkness, and followed by brief unconsciousness.


  “No one yet knows the cause of this amazing phenomenon though it may be due to a freak of solar forces. Scientists are now being consulted on the matter, and as soon as they—”


  Garry Adams by this time was struggling weakly up to a sitting position in the bunk, clutching at its post.


  “Peters!” he called over the metallic voice of the radio. “Peters—”


  “I’m here,” said the astronomer, coming across the cabin.


  The scientist’s face was pale and his movements a little unsteady, but he, too, was unhurt.


  “I came back to consciousness a little sooner than you did and carried you up here,” he said.


  “That—that Thing caused all the darkness and other things I’ve just been hearing of?” Garry cried.


  Dr. Peters nodded. “It was a creature of force, force so terrific that its bursting forth here damped the heat and light radiations of the sun, the electrical currents of machines, even the electro-nervous impulses of our brains.”


  “And it’s gone; it’s really gone?” the reporter cried.


  “It’s gone after its fellows, out into the void of intergalactic space after the galaxies that are receding from our own,” said Dr. Peters solemnly.


  “We know now why all the galaxies in the cosmos are fleeing from our own, know that ours is held an accursed galaxy, leprous with the disease of life. But I don’t think we’ll ever tell the world.”


  Garry Adams shook his head weakly. “We won’t tell; no. And I think we’ll try to forget it ourselves. I think we’ll try.”


  THE COSMIC PANTOGRAPH


  Wonder Stories, October 1935


  “IMMUTABLE LAW,” Doctor Robine used to say to his classes. “An inevitable working out of unchangeable forces which, in the end, must spell extinction for our race.


  “We have millions of years yet, perhaps millions of millions. But in the end, the slow, remorseless workings of the cosmos will destroy humanity. Nothing can prevent it.”


  He would stand there looking out over his class with his gentle, elderly face and thoughtful blue eyes, one thin hand raised in an unconsciously dramatic gesture.


  And as always, when Doctor Robine made that assertion, young Gregg Felton’s square, strong face would frown and he would shake his big head in slow, dogged denial.


  “I can’t quite see that, sir,” young Felton would say. “The human race is pretty tenacious and unconquerable, and by the time that emergency faces it, it will be able to fight it somehow.”


  Doctor Robine always smiled. “You are to be commended for your unalterable faith in our race, Felton. And indeed man is a wonderful fighter, who has struggled up from brutish apehood to his present status, and who will surely struggle higher.


  “But no matter how high he goes, there will come a time when he must admit defeat at the hands of the blind forces of the universe. When the planets are too cold for life, when the suns have wasted away their energies and are dark and dead, man will meet his end, his power and craft unavailing. It may be that someday I will actually be able to show man’s end—”


  The elderly astrophysicist had broken off at that point, and none in his classes had ever learned just what it was he hoped to show. Most of them had forgotten all about it in the five years since then, but Gregg Felton was remembering it now.


  Young Felton stood in the chilly dusk of the sad November twilight on the porch of Doctor Robine’s big, old-fashioned suburban home. Turning up his topcoat collar against the keen wind, he pushed again on the bell-button beside the door.


  As he waited, he took a crumpled telegram from his pocket and re-read it in the failing light, his broad forehead wrinkled into a puzzled frown. Even now he was not sure that he had acted wisely in answering its summons.


   


  “GREGG ONCE I HALF PROMISED ACTUALLY TO SHOW YOU THE END OF OUR RACE STOP I CAN SHOW YOU NOW IF YOU WILL COME STOP DOCTOR THOMAS ROBINE.”


   


  Felton thrust the telegram back into his pocket as the door before him swung inward.


  He saw a familiar, thin figure silhouetted against the lights inside, and heard a familiar, gentle voice.


  “I knew that you would come, Gregg. You were the only one of my pupils ever really interested in the highest questions of human destiny, and that is why I wanted you here tonight.”


  Gregg Felton asked perplexedly, “But what is it you’re going to show me, Doctor? Of course, I understand that you were speaking figuratively when you wired that you’d show me the end of the human race.”


  “No, I was speaking quite literally,” replied Robine quietly. And as the young man stared amazedly, he added, “And I am not in the least out of my head, Gregg. You will soon see.”


  He led back along the hall to an open door beyond which a flight of steps descended into a lighted basement.


  “It’s down here, Gregg,” he said, waiting for the other.


  “The end of the human race is down there ?” Gregg Felton asked in half-jesting incredulity.


  Doctor Robine said unsmilingly, “Not only the end—the whole future of the human race and the cosmos is down here.” Felton followed him down into the brightly lighted basement, and then stopped and looked astonishedly around.


  The big, deep basement of the old mansion had been thrown into one great room. Along its walls was arranged a tangle of high-powered electrical apparatus, motor-generators and condensers and transformers, linked by bewildering wiring.


  But at the center of the room rested an object that dwarfed all else. It was a steel sphere thirty feet in diameter, supported by a set of giant gimbals. The upper part of the house directly over it had been partially cut away to make room for it.


  Felton observed that in the steel wall of the sphere at one point was a round glass window, and beside the window were the eye-pieces of telescope-like instruments that were set in the wall. Into the sphere at two points ran wiring from the massed apparatus.


  He turned inquiringly to the astrophysicist. “What in the world is that?” Doctor Robine’s eyes were brilliant, but he only answered evenly, “It is an instrument with which I am going to create a microcosm.”


  “A microcosm?”


  “Yes, an exact but infinitely smaller replica of the great cosmos in which we live. Atom for atom it will be identical with our cosmos, but the atoms of the microcosm will be infinitely smaller and so the tiny cosmos they make up will be infinitely smaller—so small, in fact, that that steel sphere will contain the whole microcosm.”


  Gregg Felton, jaw dropping, said slowly, “A tiny replica of the whole cosmos, inside that sphere?” Then he burst, “Why, it’s crazy! How on earth can you reproduce the cosmos, atom for atom, on an infinitely reduced scale like that?”


  Robine asked in return, “You’ve seen a draftsman using a pantograph, haven’t you? You know what it is, an instrument with two pencils—you trace a map or picture with one pencil, and the other pencil automatically produces an exact but much smaller copy of the map.”


  “Yes, but there’s no pantograph by which you can produce an exact miniature of the cosmos.”


  “There is, Gregg. You’re scientist enough to know that every atom of matter in the cosmos vibrates and emits vibrations of force, though some are so weak as to be hardly discernible. The vibrations of the different atoms differ, too.


  “Well, I have set up apparatus here to catch, amplify and transmit the whole range of cosmic atomic vibrations! Millikan has shown that such vibration can be built up into matter, and that is what my three-dimensional pantograph does, builds them up into atoms exactly like those which emitted them, only infinitely smaller.


  “So you see, when I turn on the thing, it will create inside that sphere a microcosmos that will be an exact reproduction of our cosmos in every atom.”


  Gregg Felton’s staring eyes searched the other’s face, his lips at last moving stiffly.


  “By heaven, it could be done. A microcosm exactly similar to the cosmos—but what has all this to do with the end of the human race?”


  “I was coming to that,” Doctor Robine assured him. “Being the same in every atom, the microcosmos will have galaxies exactly like those of our cosmos, suns and worlds and an earth just like this earth, and people on it exactly the same as the people on earth now.


  “Since it is the same in every atom, the suns and worlds and peoples of the microcosm must act exactly as our cosmos and its worlds and peoples will act. You see that, don’t you?”


  “Of course,” Gregg answered. “An exactly like set of conditions must produce an exactly like set of results.”


  “Precisely,” the scientist nodded. “Only, since the space-time continuum of the microcosm is millions of times smaller, time will proceed at a rate millions of times faster.


  “We shall see millions of years of changes in the microcosm in a few minutes. And those changes will be exactly the same as the changes our cosmos and worlds and people will experience millions of years from now!”


  “Good God!” gasped Felton. “Then in the microcosm we can see in advance just what the fate of the universe and of man will be!”


  “We can,” said Robine, his own face illuminated with long-repressed emotion. “And that is just what we are going to do.”


  With these words the scientist stepped quickly to the apparatus along the walls. As his trembling hands touched the intricacies of an insulated control-board, the ranked machines broke one by one into life.


  Motor-generators hummed, huge vacuum-tubes silently glowed up, brilliant violet brush sprayed from condensers and transformers. Robine hurried to the glass window in the steel sphere and peered into its dark, empty interior, with Gregg Felton now beside him.


  The scientist’s hand sought a switch, his fingers clenching tightly around its handle.


  “Watch, Gregg,” he whispered. “When I turn this switch, the microcosm will come instantly into existence.”


  “I still can hardly believe—” Felton muttered, and then he heard the switch click.


  The next moment the interior of the sphere was no longer dark and empty, but held a countless number of groups of tiny points of light, infinitesimal little galaxies of suns exactly reproducing the mighty galaxies of the greater cosmos!


  They floated in the darkness of the sphere’s interior, those galaxies, like diminutive clouds of sparks. These little galaxies were mostly spiral in shape, like those of the cosmos, and though they were so tiny as to be hardly visible, there were vast numbers of them, separated from each other by proportionately immense distances.


  Gregg Felton, staring shakenly into the window at that astounding microcosm, was suddenly aware that there was something queer about the arrangement of these hosts of miniature star-clouds. They seemed to the eye all to lie in a fairly even plane that was quite straight, and yet the ends of the plane that should have been farthest from each other were in fact adjacent.


  Doctor Robine’s awed whisper explained it. “See, Gregg! The microcosm reproduces even the curvature of space of our own cosmos—that is why it can be contained inside this sphere.”


  Felton, his eyes glued to the window, said stumblingly, “Every one of those tiny clouds of sparks a galaxy—each spark a sun, a real, tiny sun—”


  “We shall look at our own sun, our own world, in the microcosm,” said Robine, turning and feverishly manipulating the bulky controls of the telescope-instruments in the sphere’s wall.


  He was muttering as he worked, “These micro-telescopes are almost as great a wonder as the rest, magnifying to the nth degree by using electromagnetic forces to bend light-rays in super-refractive indexes.


  Now I’ve got it!” he exclaimed suddenly, his eye close against the eyepiece of one of the unfamiliar instruments. “Look now, Gregg!”


  Felton applied his own eye to the other eyepiece. Instantly it was as though one of the tiny clouds of sparks of the microcosm inside the sphere leaped to vision in immensely greater size.


  Now he saw that galaxy of the microcosm as though from close at hand, and it filled the whole field of his vision. It was no mere patch of sparks now but a great assemblage of swarming suns and nebulae, roughly spiral in shape and turning slowly in space.


  “You are seeing the galaxy of the microcosm which corresponds to our galaxy,” came the rapt voice of Robine. “I’ll show you the sun that is exactly similar to our sun.”


  Felton heard the scientist’s hand moving the controls of the micro-telescopes. The young man’s vision seemed now to leap at unearthly speed through the swarming suns of the microcosmic galaxy, toward a single sun halfway between center and rim of the swarm.


  It was a yellowish-red star of medium size compared with the others in that galaxy, and as it grew larger in his vision, Gregg saw that around it revolved little planets.


  “That is the duplicate of our sun in the microcosmos,” Robine announced. “The third of those planets is the duplicate of Earth.”


  “But that star’s a reddish one, not like our own yellow sun at all,” Felton protested.


  “You forget, Gregg,” said the scientist, “that time in the microcosm is transpiring at a terrific rate. In the few minutes since we created the microcosm, it has undergone changes that will take millions f years to happen in our own cosmos.


  “In these few minutes, countless generations have been born and lived out their lives and died, on the microcosmic earth. Empires have risen and fallen, cities been built and ruined and reduced to dust. And the sun, growing older, has also grown redder and less hot according to the immutable laws of stellar evolution.”


  He added, “Earth must already be almost uninhabitable—the doom of the human race at hand. We shall see.”


  Their vision closed down upon the microcosmic Earth, spinning in black space. The planet was covered with a gleaming sheath of ice from pole to pole.


  “You see?” said Robine. “That is the way Earth will end, must end, and with it mankind.”


  “I don’t believe man could be beaten down so easily,” Felton said stubbornly. “Let’s look at the other planets, those nearer the sun.”


  Robine shifted the focus of the microtelescopes and their vision leaped to Venus, only to find it too covered with ice and barren of life.


  But as the little world of Mercury came into their view and grew larger, a tiny sphere clinging close beside the dying sun, Felton exclaimed aloud in triumph.


  For there on the rocky surface of the microcosmic planet Mercury reared cities, strange cities that were all enclosed by transparent shields, and under which were structures and streets and crowding humans.


  “You see!” cried Gregg. “Man has managed to reach Mercury, to build airtight cities in which to live there.”


  “It’s but for a short time,” came Robine’s voice. “The sun will quickly be so cool that even Mercury won’t support life.”


  And indeed, as they watched, the sun was reddening and darkening, so that within less than a clock-tick, the surface of the microcosmic Mercury was also covered with ice.


  “You see?” said the scientist. “Man must die with the waning of his universe.”


  “They could have got from this sun to worlds of some other star,” Gregg insisted. “Look at the nearer stars.”


  Robine complied, and when their vision swung to the worlds of some of the nearer stars of that microcosmic galaxy, they found that, in fact, those worlds were now inhabited by hosts of humans.


  “Man, the unconquerable!” cried Felton triumphantly, from his eye-piece. “They’re spreading out to all the stars with planets!”


  “Though they spread to the farthest limits of their cosmos, it will avail them nothing in the end,” said Robine, “for their cosmos must die finally, and they with it.”


  As the minutes ticked by, the enrapt two men looking in at the microcosmos inside the sphere saw a titantic epic of human struggle and endurance, the awful fight of future man against the blind forces of the universe.


  They saw the human hordes spread out through the whole galaxy, settling at every sun that had worlds and colonizing those worlds. Finally they had planted themselves everywhere through their own galaxy.


  Then they began to edge out toward other galaxies of the microcosmos, other island-universes of stars. First they crossed the gulf between them and the small, nearest two star-clouds. Then with time they reached the greater, distant galaxies, spread through them and colonized them also.


  The human seed that had been spawned on Earth long ago was carried farther and farther out into the reaches of the cosmos—until at last Robine and Felton, watching, saw that around the whole microcosmos there was no galaxy that had not been colonized by man.


  “Thus man reaches his zenith,” said the fateful voice of the scientist. “Now watch the coming of the inevitable.”


  “They’ll find some way—” exclaimedGregg Felton, watching tensely.


  Now the microcosmos was changing very swiftly. During all the time that the human colonists had spread through it, many of its suns had been reddening, darkening, growing old and cold and ending up as dark stars, their energies dissipated.


  More and more of them were dimming and dwindling as the minutes—as the millions of millions of microcosmic years—flashed by. Felton saw whole galaxies growing dim with appalling swiftness.


  The microcosmos was dying, just as the real cosmos would die aeons in the future. Its suns had dissipated their matter and energy into mere radiation, and only burned out embers of blackened stars remained. It was growing dark inside the steel sphere.


  Through the micro-telescopes, Felton and Doctor Robine saw the desperate fight of the humans against the creeping doom. They saw the humans of the microcosmos perform stupendous feats, moving planets from dead suns to other stars that still had some life, crashing dark stars together to form new molten suns.


  But these measures could not halt even for a moment the colossal process of dissolution and death. Like a candle flickering out, the microcosmos approached its end. Inside the sphere, only a few ominous red sparks of old, dying suns now glimmered in the blackness.


  Then these too, one by one, went out. Gregg Felton, unable to breathe, peering in now through the window, saw the last of the crimson sparks darken and vanish. There was only blackness inside the sphere, the blackness and death that now held the microcosmos.


  Gregg Felton turned to meet Robine’s face, in which a strange exaltation struggled with fascinated horror.


  “You see?” cried the scientist. “It is the end of their cosmos, and there is no place else for them to go now so that the doom they have long postponed is at last upon them.


  “Just as that same doom will be upon us and ours millions of millions of years from now! Our race too will see its cosmos die around it and will be unable to flee its doom—”


  He stopped suddenly, he and the younger man listening, startled. A dim whining hum, growing louder, was audible.


  “That humming!” exclaimed Robine. “What—”


  “It’s in the sphere!” cried Gregg Felton.


  They whirled toward the window, peered into the dark interior of the sphere that held the now-dead microcosmos.


  For a moment they could see nothing in the darkness inside. Then, by the light that entered through the window, they glimpsed metal shapes inside, poised in space inside the sphere.


  They were metal cylinders a foot long. There were scores of them inside the sphere, and they were every second growing larger.


  For a moment the two men stared in, petrified, at the growing cylinders. Then as Gregg Felton saw them more closely, he understood, and uttered a wild cry.


  “Robine, those cylinders are ships!” he yelled—“ships of the people of that microcosmos, and they’re trying to escape from their dead universe up into this cosmos, by growing larger!”


  “Get away, then!” cried the scientist, his face deathly white. “When they grow a little bigger, the sphere won’t be able to hold them, and there’ll be a terrific explosion—”


  He grabbed the arm of the stupefied Felton and dragged him up the stairs and burst with him out of a door into the chilly night. Hardly had they done so when they were thrown from their feet by a tremendous explosion in the house behind them.


  They staggered up to find that the big old mansion had been wrecked by the concussion. In the starlight they could see that in the wreckage lay the remains of the sphere, mere fragments of twisted metal. And mingled with them were other fragments of metal and tiny bits of bloody flesh.


  Robine said dazedly, “The remnants of the microcosmic refugees who tried to grow up into this cosmos! Their cosmos and they are gone now, but God, what a magnificent attempt to escape the death of their universe!”


  “I said that man is unconquerable!” cried Felton. “That’s what we’ll be doing, we men, millions of years from now when our own cosmos dies. We’ll try to reach another cosmos, a greater one, just as they did.”


  He motioned up to the bright stars. “There must be such another universe, one beside which ours is infinitesimal, and when the need comes, we’ll reach it and conquer it. We too, someday, will leave our microcosm.”


  THE SIX SLEEPERS


  Weird Tales, October 1935


  A fascinating story about six fighting-men, each from a different century, who slept through the ages, to awaken at last amid the ruins of a super-civilization of the future.


  GARRY WINTON ran down that gloomy, narrow defile of the Atlas Mountains with bullets whining past his head and the yells of blood-lusting fanatics in his ears. His gun was empty and he sought desperately with his eyes for some place of refuge as he ran.


  The frowning black cliffs on either side of him, sheer, vertical battlements of black basalt, offered no visible shelter. Then he glimpsed a round dark hole in the rock wall just ahead, and with his last strength he ran to it and stumbled into the darkness inside it.


  Crouched there, panting, the young American prospector waited tensely for his pursuers. His lean, wiry figure was taut; his blond, tanned face and serious gray eyes were distorted into a mirthless grin as he saw the yelling, white-burnoosed Berbers come running down the defile.


  They were making straight for the cavity in which he was. Clubbing his rifle, Garry Winton awaited the final, useless fight. He saw their brown faces and glittering eyes as they came on—and then to his amazement they abruptly halted, and recoiled!


  In utter fear, the Berbers stared at the cavity where he crouched, their faces suddenly terror-stricken, their voices a shrill, fearful babble. Quickly they scrambled back from the cave, and then in a panic-stricken mob ran back down the defile.


  Garry Winton looked out, stupefied, and saw that already his former pursuers had disappeared from sight.


  “Now that,” he said to himself, “is a damned queer thing to happen!”


  He turned and looked back into the dark cavity in which he had been crouching.


  “It’s a cinch they weren’t suddenly afraid of me,” he told himself. “It must be something about this place that scared them.”


  He took from his pocket a little flashlight and sent its bright beam quivering back into the darkness of the cavity.


  Garry discovered that this was not just a shallow hole in the rock, but was the mouth of a natural rock tunnel that slanted back upward into the mass of the cliff. His curiosity at once aroused, he re-entered the opening and started to ascend the dark tunnel.


  Up through the gloomy rock passage he climbed, his feet splashing in a trickle of water that flowed down it and had eroded it into being in long-dead ages. Finally Garry emerged into a great rock cavern that lay far up inside the cliff from the entrance.


  Black, somber walls of basalt rose all around him into the darkness toward the vaulted roof of rock high above. This deep-buried cavern was filled with a deathly, solemn stillness, broken only by the subdued chuckling of a little spring a few yards from him.


  Garry went over to the spring. Bubbles of gas came up constantly through the chuckling water, he saw. He scented an acrid, alien and pungent odor from the gas, one that somehow made his senses dulled and heavy. It was like the drugging breath of gardens of opiate flowers, lulling him into strange sleepiness.


  He now became aware that the whole cavern was filled with this unfamiliar soporific gas, which, being lighter than air, ascended through the spring from somewhere far in earth’s interior and was trapped here in the cave. Garry was feeling drowsier every moment.


  “Better get out of here!” he told himself, turning from the spring to the entrance of the tunnel.


  Suddenly he stopped, frozen rigid. “What the devil!”


  His flashlight beam had fallen on a figure lying on the floor near the spring, the shape of a man’s body.


  Garry cautiously approached the prone shape. As he flashed his light over it, he uttered a cry of amazement. This man was dressed like a legionary of ancient Rome, in bronze helmet and cuirass, his shortsword in its belt. He lay with eyes closed in his swarthy face, his body apparently perfectly preserved.


  And now Garry saw beyond him another and bigger man lying in the dark, one who wore a cap-like iron helmet and chain-armor, with the red cross of the Crusaders blazoned on his breast.


  “Have I gone crazy or am I really seeing this?” gasped Garry.


  He flashed his light beyond the Roman and the Crusader. There were three other men lying in the cavern.


  Garry saw that one of them looked like an Italian condottiere or soldier of the Fifteenth Century, his attire a heavy salade helmet and an iron breastplate over a showy crimson silk doublet.


  Another appeared to be a Sixteenth Century buccaneer, wearing a brilliant kerchief tied around his head, stained, baggy clothes and sea boots, with two cutlasses and a brace of pistols in his belt.


  The last was a slim young man who wore the blue satin coat and breeches and silk stockings and court rapier, all considerably battered and worn, of an Eighteenth Century French nobleman.


  Garry looked unbelievingly at the five men—Roman legionary, Crusader, Italian bravo, buccaneer, and French nobleman.


  Here were five men from five different periods of the world’s past, who, each in his own time, had ventured into this cavern. What had killed them, and what miracle had preserved their bodies?


  “They don’t even look dead,” Garry whispered in dazed awe. “They look as though they were sleeping.”


  He knelt slowly and touched the Roman’s face. “By heaven, they are only sleeping!” he cried; for the swarthy face of the Roman soldier was faintly warm.


  He stared at them, his bewilderment a thousandfold increased, racking his drowsing mind for the explanation. What was it that had held these five men of five ages in strange, deathless sleep here through the centuries? He could not conceive of any explanation—his brain seemed too dull and sleepy even to attack the weird mystery. Then abruptly that very sleepiness and languor he was feeling gave him the solution.


  The soporific gas from the spring! That gas, which was making him feel so sleepy and heavy, was what had trapped each of these five men in the past when they entered the cavern. That unfamiliar gas, welling up from far inside earth’s interior, must have power to hold living things in suspended animation indefinitely.


  Each of these five men had been overcome by the gas and had sunk into a sleep from which they had never awakened, since the gas had never ceased to well up into and fill the cavern. No wonder the tribesmen outside had been in such fear of this weird cave!


  Garry suddenly realized that he too was in danger of meeting that fate. He had become almost too drowsy and weak to stand. In sudden panic he started toward the tunnel entrance, but at his first movement his numbed, nerveless body sprawled to the floor.


  He struggled to get up, to reach the tunnel. If he didn’t escape, he too would lie here in death-like sleep for all time like these five. He mustn’t fall asleep—he mustn’t! With fading consciousness he fought to remain awake, to crawl to the tunnel. But his lead-like limbs would no longer obey his will. The final remnants of consciousness were being stripped from him by the soothing, soporific effect of the gas he breathed. A warm tide of utter, pleasant drowsiness swept him helplessly on its breast into a world of darkness in which he knew nothing more.


  Garry Winton awoke to a sensation of warmth upon his face and to consciousness of a diminishing quivering of the surface on which he lay. It was some time before he opened his eyes, and when he did so, he was almost blinded by bright sunlight. Blinking, he gazed dazedly.


  He was in the cavern of the five sleepers in which he had fallen asleep. But now there was a great yawning hole in its roof that let in a flood of sunlight. This hole appeared to have been newly made, for chunks of broken rock were still dropping from its edges.


  Suddenly Garry understood what had happened. There had been an earth-tremor, whose final quiverings he had felt as he awakened, and that tremor had shattered the roof of the cavern and allowed the soporific gas to escape into the outer air. And once the gas that held him in the strange sleep was gone, he had awakened.


  Garry suddenly turned as from beside him came a muttered, bewildered exclamation:


  “Notn de Dieu! Cette—”


  It was the young French nobleman in the blue satin court suit who had spoken. He had awakened and was gazing around with amazement on his handsome, highbred face.


  His eyes met Garry’s, and they stared at each other. Garry’s heart was beating rapidly with excitement, for he saw now that the other four sleepers were stirring also.


  He said slowly to the Frenchman, “You understand English?”


  “L’Anglais? I can speak it,” the other answered quickly. “But who are you? What has happened?”


  His amazed eyes took in the other four waking men. “I remember now,” he said. “I came into this cavern to hide for the night from hostile natives, and then fell strangely asleep here.”


  He added, “I am Charles, Vicomte d’Epernon, once of the court of the martyred Louis Sixteenth but now a refugee from the rabble that now rules France—a soldier of fortune.”


  Suddenly both Garry and d’Epernon were startled as from beside them boomed a deep voice in oddly accented English.


  “Be ye Christians or be ye Saracens?”


  It was the Crusader who spoke, a great, iron figure that stood looking down at them now with stern face and cold eyes.


  “I am Count Richard of Launsig, follower in the crusade of the blessed Saint Louis,” he boomed. “It was Saracens who drove me into this cavern—be ye such?”


  Before they could answer, another voice sputtered behind the Crusader, an angry one whose distorted English vibrated with rage.


  “Aye, if you are Moors you are my enemies too, for it was the accursed Moors who drove me in here also, me, Francesco Grappone, one-time lieutenant of the invincible Cesare Borgia.”


  The fiery black eyes of the Italian condottiere sparkled with anger, his hands on the hilts of his sword and dagger.


  “Now listen, don’t do anything hasty!” Garry exclaimed. “We’re none of us Moors, and we’re all of us in the same boat here.”


  “Boat?” roared another voice. “Split me, we’re in no boat at all but in a damned hole in the ground, jawing together!”


  The sun-browned, booted buccaneer pushed through the others flourishing one of his cutlasses, his small eyes red with menace.


  “If you’d know who I am, ask ’em back at Tortuga and Caracas if they know Tom Haskins’ name!” he snarled. “Ask ’em back there on the Spanish Main, where I’d be now if I hadn’t run east to harry the Guinea trade and piled my ship up on this cursed country’s coast.”


  He glared around them. “But don’t think that because my ship and crew are gone, you can foul my hawser! If one of you tries it I’ll split him to the chin, I’ll cut him down like pork—”


  “Talk not so readily of killing or you’ll get your fill of it!” snapped the Italian, Grappone, drawing his sword.


  “Ho, ye want fight, do ye?” cried Haskins. “Come on then, you scum!”


  Grappone’s blade flashed like a striking snake, but an iron-gauntleted hand smote him and the buccaneer reeling apart.


  “Peace to this brawling!” boomed the Crusader. “I’ll cleave the man who starts fight here without due cause.”


  “Well done, Count Richard!” Garry approved quickly. “I think we’ll have trouble enough without fighting among ourselves.”


  Then Garry saw, beyond the sputtering Italian and the raging buccaneer, the sixth sleeper, who had got to his feet and was looking at them. This was the Roman soldier, a stocky man with a hard, strong face, his eyes looking out amazed yet alert from beneath his bronze helmet, his short-sword drawn and ready in his hand.


  Calling up long-forgotten college Latin, Garry spoke haltingly to the legionary. The Roman’s face changed as he answered.


  “I am Quintus Maximus, centurion in the legions of Trajan Caesar,” he told Garry. “I was part of a punitive expedition sent here from Numidia. My comrades died from lack of water, and I found water in this cave—but had hardly found it when I fell asleep.”


  “We are all friends,” Garry told the Roman. “We are all men who have lain sleeping here even as you have.”


  Then Garry faced the others. They were still looking around as though utterly at a loss to account for one another. He told them:


  “Men, we are all six of us from different times of the earth’s past, and we have lain sleeping here together until chance has at last permitted us to awaken. How long we have slept, it is impossible for me to guess, for I can not estimate how long it has been since I entered the cave. But when I entered here, it was anno domini 1934.”


  “What?” cried Count Richard. “Mean ye I have slept here for more than seven hundred years?”


  “And I for more than four hundred?” exclaimed Grappone, amazed and incredulous.


  “That’s what has happened,” Garry assured them. “And maybe for much longer than that, since we do not know how many hundreds or even thousands of years have passed since I entered here.”


  When he had translated to Quintus Maximus, the Roman’s swarthy face expressed his bewilderment.


  “But if that is so, then Trajan Caesar no longer rules the empire of Rome?” he said.


  “There is no more Roman empire—even in my day it had been long past and done with,” Garry told him.


  The Roman shook his head in flat unbelief. “It is impossible that Rome should have perished, no matter what else has passed.”


  Garry told the others, “We don’t know what the world outside will be like. It may be full of enemies, for all we know; for after all we six will be strangers in it, men from the world’s past! Therefore I propose that we agree to stick together and help each other in the face of all strangers, until we can discover what this world and time are like.”


  “Agreed!” said d’Epernon promptly, drawing his slim rapier and extending it in a level salute.


  Francesco Grappone slapped his own sword against the rapier. “You have the oath of the bravest soldier in Italy!” he cried.


  “And the word of a member of the Free Brotherhood, which is as good!” growled Captain Tom Haskins, clashing one of his cutlasses against their two blades.


  Count Richard solemnly extended his huge, unwieldy sword. “I accept the compact,” the Crusader said. “But what of yon pagan Roman? Is he to join us who are Christian men?”


  “He looks like a strong fighter, and this will give us a chance to convert him,” Garry said hastily.


  The iron Crusader nodded, and when Garry explained to Quintus Maximus, the Roman’s sword flashed out with the others.


  “A Roman gives his word,” he said.


  Haskins drew his second cutlas and handed it to Garry. “You’ll be needing this worse than I will,” growled the buccaneer.


  Garry struck the other five blades with the cutlas. “Then we six are agreed to fight for each other until we are sure of safety,” he declared. “And now,” he added as they sheathed their swords, “to get out of this cave and see how long we have slept.”


  He hurried to the tunnel entrance, the others following. But he found it blocked by a solid wall of down-fallen rock. The rock looked as though it had fallen a long time before, and it explained why no one else had entered the cavern and why their sleeping forms had never been disturbed.


  There was nothing for it but to climb out the opening in the cavern roof. Yet it took more than two hours of struggling effort before they could all scramble up through the high opening.


  They hauled up the great armored Crusader, last, and then stood panting on the edge of a rock ledge, staring eagerly. The sun was just sinking on the western horizon, a crimson shield whose level red rays lit up the world with dying splendor.


  A weird and beautiful landscape stretched before them, a mighty jungle whose vast green expanse started just below the low, rolling hills on which they stood, and swept away as far as eye could reach. Great, gray-trunked monarchs of the forest rose to heights of hundreds of feet, bearing on them a solid mass of strangely fronded foliage and brilliant flowers of unearthly beauty.


  Great birds or bird-like creatures were flitting to and fro above the roof of this dense forest in the waning sunset, while down on the jungle floor the space between the huge trunks was choked with creepers and underbrush and wrapped already in forbidding darkness. There was no sign whatever of the rocky cliffs and mountains that had formerly occupied this part of the world.


  Garry stared with his five strangely assorted companions across this wild and forbidding landscape, struck with awe.


  “It’s been thousands of years, maybe hundreds of thousands,” he muttered finally. “The world has changed, immensely.”


  “It’s witchcraft,” croaked Captain Haskins in a dry voice, the buccaneer’s hand tightly gripping the hilt of his cutlas.


  “Aye, this looks to me like a world of demons and not of men,” came the deep voice of the Crusader, his gauntleted hand making the sign of the cross as he spoke.


  D’Epernon pointed suddenly across the vast jungle toward a cluster of distant towers standing out against the red disk of the setting sun. It was so far and their vision so blinded by the crimson orb that they could see those towers only dimly. But even at that distance they seemed of Cyclopean dimensions, black, huge, truncated columns towering from the remote jungle.


  “That, can that be a city?” whispered the young Frenchman to Garry. “If it is—mon Dieu, it must be titanic!”


  “It looks like a city of some kind,” Garry said tautly. “Shall we head toward it and find out?”


  “You are the leader,” the great Crusader, Count Richard, said impassively. “We follow you there if you wish.”


  Garry looked in surprise around the five but found on their faces no evidence of dissent from the Crusader’s acceptance of his leadership.


  Roman, buccaneer, Italian and Frenchman—all five fighting-men were apparently so stupefied by their awaking in the far future that they looked instinctively for leadership to Garry, who seemed to understand the incredible situation a little better than they.


  Garry said decisively, “Then I say let’s make for that city. We need not actually enter it until we find out whether the people there look friendly or not, but we’ll learn something about what kind of world we’ve waked into.


  “We might as well start now,” he added. “We can make several miles through that jungle before darkness comes.”


  In a few moments they were marching down the slope of the grassy, low hills toward the edge of the mighty forest, moving in a compact little group.


  Garry and young d’Epernon led, the American’s gray eyes searching watchfully along the rim of the jungle, while the young nobleman merely stared with casual interest around the strange scene. Grappone and Quintus Maximus were behind them, the Italian’s black, challenging eyes darting this way and that, the Roman marching forward as coolly as though he owned the country about them. Haskins followed in a waddling stride, cursing audibly at the low thorn bushes that tore at his boots. Last came the big, clanking figure of Count Richard, wearing his iron armor as though it were weightless, his cold, somber eyes taking in everything ahead.


  They moved down the slope through the thickening twilight and into the intensified darkness of the jungle. There they forged forward between huge trunks they could barely see in the dense obscurity, hacking their way with their swords through thickets of underbrush, tripping on tangled creepers.


  Before they had penetrated the jungle more than a mile, Garry halted suddenly.


  “Listen! It sounds like a fight over there!”


  From the dark jungle to their right were coming sounds of combat, squealing cries, the thud of rushing bodies. Then through the noises of conflict came a brief husky human cry.


  “By heaven, it’s a man being attacked by something!” Garry exclaimed. “Shall we see what it’s about?”


  For answer the five drew their swords and plunged after him through the underbrush toward the sounds of battle.


  They emerged in a few minutes into a small clearing between the huge trunks. It was dimly lit by the stars that had blossomed in the dusking heavens, and it presented an amazing scene.


  Crowding scores of dark-furred animals that were like huge rats were gathered about a great hollow tree, snapping and squealing at something inside the hollow.


  The rat-like beasts turned as Garry and his companions crashed into the clearing, and immediately came rushing toward the six men. Garry, his sword poised to slash at the foremost of the creatures, glimpsed the thing’s face in the starlight and was so transfixed with horrified amazement he forgot to strike. For though the creature’s body was like that of a huge rat, its head and face were human!


  “Blood of Christ, they’re demons—they have the faces of men!” screeched Grappone.


  “They are fiends the Evil One has sent to beset us!” shouted the great voice of the Crusader.


  But the rat-men, though their faces were human, were now leaping up with bared fangs longer than any human teeth, to seize and pull down the horrified men with paws like webbed hands. Their human eyes were red with hate and from them came a chorus of squealing cries.


  Garry recovered himself enough to cry to the others, “They’re monsters of some kind, not demons! Quick, your swords!”


  As he yelled, he struck with his own blade at the foremost of the upleaping rat-men. His cutlas sank deep into the neck where the creature’s human head joined its big rat body. It fell back dead.


  The other monstrous things were now upon them, but Garry’s five companions had recovered enough presence of mind to see that these things could be killed. Six swords whirled and flashed amid the attacking rat-men, as they sought to pull the men down. It was a nightmare fight in the starlit clearing against the humanfaced monsters.


  Gazing into blazing human eyes, hearing the squealing cries from semi-human throats, Garry struck and stabbed. Beside him the huge blade of Count Richard sheared death amid the rat-men, while beyond him the buccaneer, roaring, whirled his cutlas.


  In a few moments all the men were bleeding from bites of the rat-men’s fangs. Then d’Epernon went down, pulled from his feet by the clutching claws of the rat-men. Instantly Quintus Maximus leaped to aid him, but the Roman too was pulled down by the squealing hordes.


  Garry glimpsed the two being dragged away into the darkness by a mass of the monstrous creatures. He yelled to his three remaining comrades and their blades whirled like dancing brands of light as they fought through the unclean horde to succor their comrades. Count Richard strode ahead, the Crusader’s mighty weapon hewing the bodies of the weird attackers while their fangs and claws could make no impression on his iron armor.


  The remaining rat-men bolted into the jungle after their fellows who had dragged away the Roman and the Frenchman.


  “After them!” yelled Garry. “They’ve taken d’Epernon and Quintus!”


  They crashed through the brush in pursuit of the rat-men, and in a moment came upon a number of large holes in the ground, the mouths of big tunnels burrowed out of the earth.


  ’‘They’ve taken d’Epernon and the Roman into their tunnels!” panted Grappone. “We don’t know which one, either!”


  They looked helplessly at the scores of tunnel-mouths, into one of which the rat-men had vanished with their captives.


  “We’ve got to find them!” Garry exclaimed. “We swore we’d all stick together and we can’t desert d’Epernon and Quintus now.”


  “But how in hell’s name are we to find them in a cursed maze of tunnels like this?” demanded the buccaneer.


  Suddenly Garry remembered something. “The rat-men were attacking someone inside that hollow tree when we interrupted. We’ll go back and see who it is.”


  They hastened back to the starlit clearing and advanced cautiously to the dark opening of the huge hollow tree.


  Garry called into the dark hollow, without hope of being understood but making his tone placating, “Whoever you are, you can come out without fear. We are friends.”


  There was a moment’s silence and then a figure appeared in the opening. The men uttered their surprize.


  “A wench!” exclaimed Haskins. “And a likely-looking one, too!”


  For it was a girl who stood in the opening, a black-haired, browned, slim girl whose smoothly tanned body was hardly concealed by the brief skin tunic she wore. She held a short spear and looked as lithe and dangerous as a tigress, her dark eyes watchful.


  Garry took a step forward. Instantly there was a snarl from behind the girl and out of the hollow back of her a large animal darted to her side. The men fell back in common astonishment and horror.


  The creature that had darted out to take its stand beside the girl was a wolf-man. Its body was the great, hairy body of a wolf but its head and face were those of a man. Its green eyes were flaming and as it snarled defiance it bared cruel canine and incisor teeth.


  “God’s name!” exclaimed Grappone. “First rat-men and now a wolf-man. It is a world of monsters!”


  “The woman must be a witch, and the thing beside her her familiar,” said Count Richard flatly. “They must be slain.”


  He strode forward, raising his huge sword, but Garry caught his arm. “Wait! There’s nothing supernatural about these two, and they may be able to tell us where the rat-men took Quintus and d’Epernon.”


  The Crusader protested, “But that man-animal is surely a demon who—”


  “No demon, no,” Garry said. “Tens of thousands of years may have passed while we slept, and in that time the world has no doubt somehow spawned these strange half-human races.


  “Stand back, the rest of you,” he told them, “and I’ll see if I can make the girl understand me.”


  He took a step forward and the girl raised her spear a little higher, her eyes holding his with deadly intensity. The wolf-man snarled deep in his throat and surged forward to spring, but the girl caught his hairy neck behind his human head and held him back.


  Garry sheathed his sword and held up his hands in a friendly gesture, though cold chills were running down his back.


  “We are friends,” he repeated, hoping that his tone would lessen the girl’s evident distrust.


  To his amazement she answered him, and he could understand her. She spoke, not English, but a language derived from English as Spanish is derived from Latin.


  “Friends?” she said. “Then why does your comrade who wears iron wish to kill Hath?”


  Garry said, “If Hath’s that creature beside you, it’s because neither my comrades nor I have ever seen a thing like him before, and so we are amazed and fearful.”


  Her eyes widened in incredulity. “Never seen a wolf-man before? Does your tribe then keep none of them?”


  “We’re not from any of your tribes,” Garry explained. “We are men from the far past who have been sleeping and who have just awakened into this world, where all is strange and new to us.”


  The girl’s simple, direct mind accepted the incredible explanation which a more sophisticated intelligence would have doubted. Her clear dark eyes smiled suddenly into Garry’s and she lowered her spear.


  “I believe you,” she told him. “I am Lenya of the tribe of Thimor, whose home is in the hills many miles south of here.”


  To Garry’s amazement the wolf-man now spoke to the girl, in a husky, strange, yet human-sounding voice.


  “Be not too hasty, mistress!” the creature warned. “Strangers are always enemies.”


  “Good Lord!” exclaimed Garry, staring at the creature. “He can talk!”


  “Of course Hath can talk,” Lenya rejoined, surprised at his amazement.


  To the wolf-man she said, “These strangers are not enemies, Hath. Did they not save us from the rat-men?”


  Garry told her, “We did, but those rat-monsters captured two of our number and got away with them through underground runways. Can you tell me where they might have taken them?”


  “I can tell you,” Lenya said, a little sadly. “They have taken them where they have taken so many captives in the past, to the great underground community of the rat-men beneath the city Khmur.”


  “The city Khmur?” Garry repeated. “Do you mean that city of huge towers that lies miles west of here?”


  She nodded. “That is Khmur, once one of the mightiest cities of the Masters, the race that ruled all earth, but now dead and forsaken by all save the swarming rat-men who lair beneath it.”


  “The girl speaks riddles,” complained Grappone. “Who is this race she talks of, and whence came all these monsters?”


  “You do not know of the Masters?” said Lenya. “Then you must come from a time even farther back in the past than theirs.


  “The Masters were a great race of humans who developed from the men before them. They possessed all powers and discovered all secrets and ruled all of the earth, their race forming but one nation. They erected mighty cities such as Khmur, which lies near here, and Anthar, and L’Long, and many others. They had power to rend mountains apart and destroy them, by releasing fires like lightnings. They flew in the air with wings attached to their bodies, and legend says they flew even to other worlds in the sky beyond sun and moon.


  “The Masters were lords of life, too, and could mold the forms of life as they pleased. And so they bred their human servants into unhuman and different forms, according to the purpose for which they designed them. Some of them they bred into rat-men to work their mines and burrow beneath the earth for them, men whose bodies were made rat-like for that purpose but who retained their human heads and minds. Others they bred into fish-men who searched for them the bottoms of the deepest seas. Still others they bred into wolf-men such as Hath, to be their human hounds of chase in their favorite sport of hunting. And many other such hybrids they bred.


  “But after long millenniums there rose dissensions between the Masters, and war came between their cities, and they smote one another with such terrific weapons that in a short time almost all of them were destroyed, save a few who had fled the cities to the hills.


  “Those few surviving Masters were ancestors of the hardy tribes of hillmen to which I belong. Long ago our race lost the last of the knowledge and power our great ancestors possessed, but still we are their descendants, and the only true humans on earth.


  “But the hybrid servants of the Masters, when the Masters were gone, survived and increased in numbers. And now in the world there are far more of the hordes of rat-men and bird-men and fish-men and the like than there are of us, the true men. And all of them are our enemies save the wolf-men, who still faithfully serve us.


  “The rat-men have captured many of our number in the past. And two days ago when my brother Imos went hunting and then did not return, I feared that he too had been captured and I slipped away from my tribe with my faithful Hath to seek my brother in the jungle.


  “But we did not find him and so we knew he must have been captured by the rat-men and taken to their lairs beneath Khmur. And before we could seek further, we too were attacked by rat-men and would have been captured also had it not been for your coming.”


  “But what do the rat-men do with the captives they take to their lairs?” Garry asked as Lenya finished.


  Her eyes widened with horror. “They sacrifice their captives once each month to That Which Dies Not. Once each month we hear their drummings from underneath distant Khmur, and know they are making their sacrifice.”


  The great Crusader stirred and said to Garry, “Ask her what it is, this thing she calls That Which Dies Not.” Garry put the question, but Lenya shook her head. “I know no more than you, for those who see That Which Dies Not never live to tell of it. But we all know that it is someone or something horrible that the rat-men worship and sacrifice to, as they will sacrifice my brother and your two comrades.”


  “They’ll not sacrifice Quintus and d’Epernon, not while the rest of us are living,” Garry told her with steely emphasis. “Nor your brother either, if we can prevent it.”


  “How can you hope to prevent it?” Lenya said. “Already your two friends have been taken through the tunnels that run far under the jungle, to the lairs beneath Khmur.”


  “Then to Khmur we’ll go, and get them,” Garry said decisively.


  “Aye, we swore a compact and we must succor our captured comrades,” said Count Richard. “Also, much would I like to confront that false idol of worship, whatever it is, which is called That Which Dies Not.”


  “And maybe while we’re after d’Epernon and the Roman, we can pick up a little loot in that city!” said Haskins the buccaneer, his small eyes glistening.


  “Gold, maybe, or gems—”


  Lenya shook her head. “You are all mad, for if you dare venture into the labyrinthine burrows and tunnels of the rat-men which lie beneath Khmur, you will never return. But it is a brave madness, and Hath and I will go with you to search also for my brother Imos.”


  “You will?” Garry exclaimed. “If you’ll just guide us through these jungles to Khmur, it’ll be all we ask, and you can wait outside the city while we venture in for our friends and Imos.”


  “It is agreed!” cried Lenya, her dark eyes alight. “Hath can guide us through the night and jungle straight to the city.” The wolf-man spoke in his husky voice, raising anxious eyes to the girl. “I can guide the way to Khmur, mistress, but it will be guiding you into deadly danger you should not venture near.”


  “If these men from the past are not afraid to venture for their friends, I am not afraid to venture for Imos!” declared the girl. “Let us start at once.”


  Reluctantly the wolf-man lowered his pleading gaze, and stood in the starlight sniffing the air this way and that, a weird and grotesque figure. Then he started at a trot across the clearing and into the depths of the stygian jungle. Lenya followed close behind him, and after her in single file marched Garry and Grappone and the buccaneer and the great Crusader.


  As they passed the scene of their late fight with the rat-men, Garry stooped and picked up from amid the bodies the stubby shortsword of the Roman and d’Epernon’s slim rapier.


  The moon was now rising over the mighty jungle, casting oblique shafts of silvery light down through chinks in the roof of foliage high above. All around them in the dense vegetation rose the sounds of small animals stirring, and once or twice from far away through the night came a terrific squalling scream.


  Garry Winton, marching with his three comrades after the girl and the weird wolf-man through the moonlit jungle, could not but wonder at the sureness of instinct of their semi-human guide. Hath seemed without effort to choose the easiest path through the masses of brush and creeepers, yet held always to one general direction.


  Now and then the face of Lenya flashed around in the shafts of moonlight to assure herself that Garry and the others were close behind. The girl’s slim figure moved untiringly forward after the human-headed animal who led.


  Garry heard Grappone’s voice behind him. “By Saint Mark, this makes me think of the night we valorous soldiers of the illustrious Don Cesare marched on Sinigaglia,” the Italian was saying. “Tramped all night in the moonlight, and then at dawn we stormed the town.”


  “Yes, and it reminds me of when we of the Brotherhood followed Harry Morgan to sack Panama,” said Haskins. “No food and no rum, and mosquitoes and fever all the way, so that to forget our troubles we trudged along through the jungle singing ‘Spanish Ladies’.”


  The buccaneer’s voice rose in raucous song:


  
    “Farewell and adieu to you, fine Spanish ladies,


    Farewell and adieu to you, ladies of Spain,


    Our captain’s commanded—”

  


  “For God’s sake stop that racket!” Garry ordered in a tense undertone. “Do you want to let everything within miles know we’re here?”


  “Aye, we go now on no godless search for loot,” came the stern whisper of Count Richard. “Peace to this ribaldry.”


  The wolf-man and Lenya had stopped, and Garry and his comrades halted behind them. For a time they stood in the broken moonlight beside a huge tree-trunk, while Hath sniffed the air and listened.


  The wolf-man whispered something to Lenya, and the girl listened and nodded. In a moment both of them turned back toward the waiting men, and Hath spoke directly to Garry in his strange, husky voice.


  “We shall soon reach Khmur,” the wolf-man told him, “and your companions must make no more noise or the rat-men will be warned and will be waiting for us. It means all our lives.”


  Garry nodded. “They’ll be silent now—I’ll answer for them,” he said.


  Hath resumed leading them through the jungle, but now he moved with even greater caution and silence than before. They followed the wolf-man, keyed up by the knowledge that they were nearing the mysterious dead city that was their goal.


  A half-hour later, Hath stopped again, at the edge of a space of clear ground which lay ahead.


  “Yonder lies the city,” said the wolf-man, looking out with head raised.


  Garry and his comrades peered, fascinated. Out there a half-mile from them and at a little lower elevation stood that great city of Cyclopean, columnar structures which they had glimpsed from miles away. Bathed in the silver moon lay Khmur, city of the long-dead Masters who once had ruled the world. It was now a place of black shadows and brooding silence, its awful pylons aspiring for twice a thousand feet into the moonlight, dark and dead.


  This dusty city of a mighty, vanished race reached out a solemn spell upon Garry and his companions. Gazing at it with the girl and the wolf-man, they seemed to vision it as once it had been, blazing with lights, its streets trod by a proud race and their submissive semihuman servants, its sky humming with flying craft.


  Then the spell passed, and they realized that it was not Khmur the living but Khmur the dead that they gazed at.


  Garry whispered to Lenya and the wolf-man, “I see no rat-men down there. Are you sure their lairs lie beneath?”


  “It is sure, yes,” answered Hath. “The rat-men do not go and come much on the surface, but their underground runways extend for many miles beneath the surface of the jungle.”


  The wolf-man added, “I ventured into Khmur once, long ago, and saw that there were entrances in the city to the lairs below, though I did not enter them then. I can lead you to one of them.” Garry turned to Lenya. “You will stay here and await us,” he told her. “Here you’ll be safe, and if we can rescue your brother you can be sure that we’ll do it.”


  She pressed his hand. “Hath will help you find Imos and your friends,” she said. “I will be waiting here.”


  Garry whispered a word to his three companions, and they slipped soundlessly out into the moonlight with Hath and started down across the clear space of ground toward the dead city.


  The Crusader’s armor clanked a little as they advanced but they made no other noise. As they went forward into the shadow of the huge pylons, Garry saw wrecks of statues and walls about them in the moonlight, and guessed they were crossing ruined gardens that once had encircled the great city.


  They stepped onto marble-paved streets, still smooth and unbroken after ages of disuse. American and buccaneer, Crusader and Italian, they strode after the wolf-man past the bases of titan structures that towered above them like vertical mountains.


  There was no sign or sound of the rat-men in the dead streets and buildings. But suddenly Hath stopped short.


  The wolf-man listened, then abruptly motioned them with him into the black interior of one of the mighty buildings. Crouching there with them in the blackness, he whispered, “We are followed!”


  “The rat-men?” Garry asked in a low voice, but Hath motioned him to silence.


  There was a scraping sound in the dark as Count Richard drew his great sword. Garry and Grappone and Haskins already had their blades out, tensing behind the wolf-man.


  They heard soft steps out on die moonlit streets, then saw a figure appear in the silvery light out there, at sight of whom Garry uttered a brief exclamation.


  “It’s Lenya!”


  The girl, hearing his utterance, turned quickly and came in to join them in the blackness.


  “I knew you would not let me come with you,” she said quickly, “so I waited till you had started and then followed. I could not wait out there.”


  “Mistress, you should not have come!” uttered the anxious whisper of the wolf-man.


  “Hath is right,” Garry agreed; “but now that you’re here, we can hardly send you back.”


  Grappone was plucking his arm tautly in the dark. “Saints in heaven!” whispered the condottiere. “This place we have come into!”


  He and the Crusader and Haskins were staring about them in awe, the eyes of all the men now having become accustomed to the comparative darkness inside the huge building. Garry, looking about, saw that their little group was standing just inside the entrance of a colossal hall whose dusky walls rose vastly about them, only half visible in the obscurity. The American made out looming shapes of glinting metal, mighty things that might have been machines and that were ranked in symmetrical rows down the middle of the chamber.


  Moved by overpowering curiosity, Garry approached the nearest of these things and examined it, straining his eyes in the dark. He found it an upright metal cone mounted in a gimbal-like framework, slender pipes or cables running from the tip of the cone to other similar machines farther along the hall.


  Examining the thing, Garry whispered excitedly, “It’s a mechanism for production of some kind of power, you can see from the lead-off. This building must have been a district power-plant for part of the city.”


  He added, “By heaven, I believe the thing produced atomic power! For there’s no intake at all and—”


  The others had been listening uncomprehendingly but whirled around as there came a sudden sharp warning whisper from Hath.


  “Listen!” exclaimed the wolf-man. “I wish to hear—”


  Garry and the rest were silent as Hath laid his ear to the marble floor. In a moment he raised his head and motioned for them to follow his example. His ear pressed to the cold marble, Garry heard a dim, distant continuation of percussive sounds, a throbbing drumming.


  He raised his head to hear a choking whisper of horror from Lenya.


  “It is the drumming!” the girl exclaimed. “The drumming which the rat-men below make once each month when they sacrifice to That Which Dies Not!”


  Garry’s heart went cold. “You mean that our two friends—now—”


  She nodded swiftly. “The drumming will grow louder and louder, and when it suddenly stops, as it always does, we know that the rat-men have given their captives to their god.”


  Garry leaped to his feet. “Then there’s no time to lose! Quick, Hath—-lead us to the lairs below.”


  “But we cannot hope to snatch the captives from the very grasp of That Which Dies Not!” exclaimed the wolf-man.


  “We can try,” answered Garry inflexibly. “Lead the way.”


  “Aye, lead the way,” vibrated the Crusader’s deep voice. “I am anxious to look on the false god worshipped by those demons of hell.”


  The buried drumming beneath was growing audibly louder as they hastily followed Hath out into the moonlit street.


  The wolf-man led them to a corner of the colossal building, and paused. There yawned a break in the marble paving, a black hole a dozen feet across that was the mouth of a steeply inclined tunnel slanting down into the earth beneath the city. Up through the tunnel beat louder, louder, the rhythmic throbbing of the drums.


  “This way leads down into the tunnels and lairs of the rat-men,” Hath said.


  Garry turned to the girl. “You will await us here, Lenya,” he said. “And this time you will not follow.”


  “But I cannot—” she started.


  He interrupted her abruptly. “You will obey! And if we have not returned by the time the drumming stops, escape from here at once without waiting for us longer.”


  “I—I will wait,” she said, her face white in the moonlight.


  The wolf-man came to her side and raised his head to her like an anxious domestic animal.


  “Mistress, do not wait too long for us,” he said, and then turned and entered the tunnel.


  Garry and his three comrades followed, swords in hand, and in a moment were out of the moonlight and swallowed up by the comparative darkness of the tunnel.


  They soon discovered as they advanced downward, however, that the darkness was not absolute in the passage. Streaks of glowing earth which Garry guessed to be veins of radio-active minerals existed in the tunnel’s walls, and dimly illuminated it.


  Hath moved with haste now, but in extreme tension. Garry saw that the hair was bristling on the wolf-man’s back as they went deeper beneath the surface. Now the drums were a throbbing Blunder echoing up the buried passages.


  They crossed other tunnels, came to forks in the ways, were going deeper into a veritable maze of passages and burrows.


  Hath turned toward them a face taut in the feeble light.


  “We have not yet met a single rat-man,” he said. “It is because all of them to the last one are gathered somewhere below in the place where they prepare to worship That Which Dies Not.”


  As they went on, Haskins growled behind Garry, “Curse me if I like this grubbing under the earth. Give me blue sea and sky to fight in, not a rabbit-hole like this.”


  Grappone whispered tauntingly to the buccaneer, “So you begin to grow fearful? That will make a good story to tell d’Epernon and Quintus when we find them.”


  “Me fearful?” raged Haskins. “Damn you for a lying rogue, when we get out of here I’ll show you how—”


  “Truce to this bickering,” came the menacing whisper of Count Richard, behind them. “Get onward!”


  They went deeper still, and now passed great chambers burrowed from the earth, in some of which they saw strange, numberless nests, the carcasses of slain animals half eaten, and other objects.


  Pounding, pulsating, reverberating, the drumming was now a roar of sound that beat tangibly about them, coming from close ahead.


  They rounded a turn in the tunnel, and then the wolf-man jerked backward quickly.


  “The place of sacrifice lies ahead!” he warned. “Take care not to show yourselves.”


  Hath, with the words, dropped to his belly and began crawling forward again, his green eyes now blazing with excitement.


  The four men followed his example, creeping forward around the turn of the tunnel, then pausing with the wolf-man to peer into the space which lay ahead.


  It was a huge burrow or chamber in the earth, enormously greater than any other of the rat-men’s burrows they had encountered. Feebly lit by the veins of radio-active matter in its earthen walls, it presented to the staring eyes of the five an amazing sight. The place was a great subterranean amphitheater, its earthen sides cut into terraces or seats which sloped down from all sides toward a round earthen pit at the bottom. The four men and the wolf-man looked down from the very top of the amphitheater.


  The terraced rows beneath them were crowded with thousands of the grotesque rat-men. Furred, webbed-pawed-beasts with human heads and brutish human faces, they crammed the place with their hordes, all gazing and straining eagerly down toward the central pit.


  Garry’s senses sickened at sight of that unclean, monstrous throng. Creatures who were but part human yet whose ancestors long ago had been men! Creatures more terrible in their brutishness than the brutes themselves!


  Garry felt someone touch his arm and turned unsteadily to find Grappone pointing down, his black eyes sparkling.


  “Look, d’Epernon and Quintus!” the Italian said. “Down there in the pit!” Garry conquered his sick horror and stared down to the earthen pit at the bottom of the amphitheater. Except for a round hole several feet across in one side, there was no entrance or exit to the pit. Prisoned in it stood three men, d’Epernon and the Roman and a dark-haired young man in a skin tunic.


  “The other is Imos, the brother of Lenya!” came the wolf-man’s tense voice. “And it must be that That Which Dies Not will come out for them from that hole in the side of the pit.”


  Garry’s brain began to work. He told the others over the throbbing thunder of the drams, “We will wait here until That Which Dies Not, whatever it is, comes out into the pit. Then if we spring down into the pit quickly, we can reach it before the rat-men can stop us.”


  “But we’ll never be able to fight our way back up through them to this tunnel again!” exclaimed Grappone.


  “We won’t try to,” Garry told him. “I have a plan, and if it works we’ll have a chance to escape; if not, we’ll give these things something to remember before they get us.”


  By this time he almost had to shout to the others, so thunderous was the drumming. The sounds were produced by a score of rat-men above the edge of the pit beating with their paws on hollow earthen drums. Garry sensed an avid, unholy expectancy in the waiting throngs of rat-men, a straining toward the pit, an intensely eager anticipation that yet had something in it of fear.


  Louder, louder—his cars seemed bursting with the appalling throbbing. And then suddenly, dramatically, the drumming ceased utterly and was succeeded by a complete and aching silence.


  Garry and his comrades saw the rat-men hordes strained forward as though frozen in fixed suspense, every eye watching the pit below and the three men in the pit, and the round wall-opening.


  Down there in the pit, young d’Epernon lounged against the earthen wall looking coolly toward the round opening. Quintus Maximus stood beside him, the Roman’s face hard and contemptuous.


  Lenya’s brother was bravely erect, but horror was in his eyes.


  In the strained silence there sounded the rustle of something moving beyond that opening down in the pit-wall. Then slowly, smoothly, something started to emerge from that opening into the pit.


  That Which Dies Not was coming forth to claim his sacrifices.


  “My God!” choked a horror-dazed, staring Garry. “That thing—”


  “The false god of the brutes, spawn of the Evil One!” rasped the Crusader, his eyes cold flames.


  For That Which Dies Not was a snake-man. An enormous, pale-green serpent whose thick, round body was sliding forth yard by yard from the opening into the pit, and whose head was not wholly reptilian, nor wholly human. The huge serpent jaws that were yawning wide as the thing advanced were not human, but the features above them, the rudimentary nose and the flattened ears and the pale, glassy eyes—these were the features of a man.


  Garry, shuddering and shaken, divined sickly that this, too, was another of the monstrous semi-human hybrids which the Masters had bred into the world. It had been perhaps die only one of its kind, a mere experiment, but when the Masters had perished, it had lived on and on as great serpents can do. The awful, undying god of the rat-men, receiving here the sacrifices which they brought!


  Garry wrenched himself out of his daze of horror as the monstrous thing writhed forward toward the three captives in the pit. He clutched his sword and told his three comrades and die wolf-man in a fierce, quivering whisper, “Now! Into the pit!”


  They rose erect, unnoticed by die hordes of rat-men below, whose every faculty was focused on their appalling deity. Swords raised, and the wolf-man’s lips writhed back from his fangs, they charged down through the rat-like hordes toward the pit.


  Their compact group crashed down through the rat-men before the unclean horde was aware of their presence. Swords gleaming, they leaped down into the earth pit.


  That Which Dies Not recoiled in anger and alarm, whipping its enormous body up into great green coils, its horrid half-human head swaying with pale eyes alight with hooded fires. It darted its head forward in a striking movement of incredible speed, its jaws yawning. But the Crusader, his face aflame beneath his iron helmet, was swinging his huge sword in a terrific arc.


  “Perish before your worshippers, false idol from hell!” thundered Count Richard as he struck.


  The great blade shore away the horrid head cleanly, and instantly a spout of green blood spattered the men and they were flung this way and that as the enormous coils of the body convulsed madly.


  “D’Epernon! Quintus! To the hole in the wall!” screamed Garry to the frozen men.


  He was dragging them, and the horror-stricken Imos, toward the round hole in the pit’s side from which That Which Dies Not had emerged. They struggled past the wildly looping coils of the thing’s body and crowded through the opening, into a big, dark, ill-smelling earth chamber that had been the lair of the snake-man.


  “Quick!” cried Garry to the others. “Hunt for a way out of here, before the rat-men recover and follow. There must be some other entrance to this lair!” Grappone, fumbling the earthen walls in the dark, exclaimed, “There’s an opening here—high up in the wall!”


  They swarmed to his side, and quickly as a cat Haskins clambered up to the opening, then helped drag the others up.


  The opening was apparently one by which the rat-men had lowered extra food into the lair of their god. The seven men and the wolf-man found themselves in one of the feebly-lit tunnels. As they threw themselves along this, they heard a rising tumult of squealing cries from the amphitheater.


  “The rat-men have recovered from their stupefaction and they’ll be after us!” Garry cried. “For God’s sake, hurry!”


  “Follow me!” came Hath’s husky cry. “I can lead the shortest way to the surface.”


  As they ran up the ascending tunnels, d’Epernon panted to Garry, “I will say this for this world: one is not bored. No!”


  The youth Imos was exclaiming dazedly, “That is Hath, my sister’s wolf-man. Then Lenya—”


  “Lenya’s waiting for us above, if we ever get there!” Garry answered. “Hurry!”


  They plainly heard the squealing uproar of enraged pursuit as the rat-men surged up the tunnels in search of them.


  The Crusader, laboring upward in his heavy armor, fell behind the others. “You go on,” he gasped. “I cannot keep up—”


  “No, we’ll get out together or stay together!” Garry cried. “Take his other arm, Grappone.”


  With Garry helping on one side and the Italian on the other, they dragged Count Richard’s great figure up with them.


  As they climbed, Garry took from his belt the swords of the Roman and the Frenchman he had been carrying, and handed them to them. Hardly had he done so when they saw above them a circle of silver light. They burst up into the bright moonlight that still illumined the somber city Khmur, at the same point where they had entered the tunnels.


  A swift, lithe figure ran toward them in the moonlight. It was the girl Lenya, her hands clutching excitedly at her brother, words tumbling from her lips.


  “Out of the city at once!” Garry shouted. “Once in the jungles, we’ll have a chance.”


  As if in mocking answer to his words, d’Epernon pointed and cried, “See—they come!”


  A mob of rat-men that had emerged at another point in the city was sweeping down the moonlit street of dead Khmur toward the fugitives. The eyes of the semi-human brutes burned red in the moonlight and from them chorused squealing, raging cries as they poured forward.


  Garry desperately looked around, and saw the black entrance of the colossal building they had entered earlier that night.


  “Get in here and we can stand them off better!” he cried.


  They ran for the big doorway, thrust the girl into the dark interior of the vast place and then turned with swords glittering in the moonlight to face the oncoming horde that was but yards away.


  The seven men and the wolf-man had formed themselves into a line across the door, Garry at its center with Hath on one side of him and the Crusader on the other. Imos had grasped his sister’s spear.


  The maddened rat-men flung themselves forward in a solid wave—and were met by six swords that drank the blood of a score of the brutes before they fell back. They rushed forward again, their numbers increased, a furry, unholy, ravening horde. Garry stabbed and slashed like a madman at the wave of distorted human faces and furry bodies. He heard Count Richard shouting in his great voice as he swung his tremendous sword in mighty strokes. He was aware of the wolf-man Hath, all wolf now, rending with lightning fangs the necks of rat-men who came within his reach.


  D’Epernon was stabbing with his rapier at the monsters as precisely and swiftly as though engaged in a fencing lesson, his handsome face unmoved in the moonlight. Beside him the Roman stood like a rock, hewing down with swift, close strokes all before him.


  Grappone was using both his sword and dagger, striking, stabbing, his black eyes flashing sparks of fire.


  “Ha, you wish more of it—you crave more steel, it seems,” he muttered in continuous running talk as he fought. “Come and get it, then—there is plenty for all—do not crowd—”


  Beyond him, at one end of the line, the buccaneer Haskins whirled his cutlas and roared over the din of battle:


  “You dirty scum! You dogs! How like you that? And that—”


  The youth Imos, stabbing expertly with his spear, was pulled down and rat-men swarmed over him. But Hath leaped and tore the brutes from off the youth with lightning snaps, and Imos staggered up again.


  Garry, as still more of the rat-men came swarming to the attack, felt inevitable certainty.


  “We’ll never get away from them now!” he cried. “But we’ll still kill a few!”


  D’Epernon flashed a strained smile in the fight. “It is worth sleeping so long to end in a battle like this.”


  The line of men was giving inward, pressed back by sheer weight of the rat-men’s bodies.


  Garry glanced momentarily back at Lenya’s white face. His gaze comprehended also the great cone-shaped machines, and a desperate thought crossed his mind.


  “Try to hold them a little longer!” he told the others. “There may still be a chance for us!”


  He jumped back from the line of battle in the door and raced back to the nearest of the cone-like mechanisms, the one which he had examined earlier that night. He felt about its base, found switches, push-plates, intricate beyond his comprehension. He twisted, pushed, pulled at them, hoping against hope.


  If this mechanism was still intact and undamaged, as it had looked! If it were really a producer of atomic power, then time, even a great length of time, would not have deteriorated its potential energies . . .


  A blinding current of fire flashed from the tip of the cone along the connecting cable as his fingers touched a spring. He released the spring and when the streak ceased, clambered up and tore away the cable from the top. Then, panting, he struggled to swing the cone-like mechanism around in its supporting gimbals.


  He could not swing it, it was too heavy for him. The line of fighting men at the door was sagging inward as the rat-men pressed harder. Garry yelled frantically to Lenya, and as she pulled too at the great cone, it swung slowly over, its tip pointing toward the battle-filled door.


  Garry leaped down, his fingers found the spring. He screamed to the fighting men over the wild roar of battle.


  “D’Epernon! Haskins! Stand back from the door—all of you stand back!”


  They heard his mad cry, and leaped back to either side of the entrance. The rat-men poured through the door.


  Garry pressed frenziedly on the spring, and from the tip of the conical mechanism a terrific blast of dazzling fire shot toward the inrushing rat-men. For moments the awful fire-blast flamed, and then vanished as Garry released the spring. In the doorway and outside it in the moonlight lay only scorched, distorted bodies of rat-men.


  Those of the rat-men who had not been in the path of that awful outburst of atomic force, after staring a long minute, whirled and fled crazily toward the tunnels leading down to their lairs. In a few moments no living rat-man was in sight in moonlit Khmur.


  Garry Winton sat down, quivering violently, as the others came running to him.


  “By heaven, it was taking a chance,” he said hoarsely. “I was afraid that even if I did manage to release the power, it would blow this whole place to fragments.”


  An hour later the mighty pylons of Khmur lay miles behind them in the moonlight as the little party of eight people moved southward through the jungle, the wolf-man leading the way.


  “We’ll go back, though,” said Garry, to his comrades and the girl. “We’ll study those mechanisms, learn how to operate them, wipe out die rat-men and all the other inimical monsters in this world. We could even live in Khmur and those other cities. We will be the Masters.”


  Lenya shook her head. “I will not let you go back there, ever. You will all stay with our tribe, become part of us.” In the moonlight Garry grinned at d’Epernon and Grappone, at the iron Crusader and the buccaneer and the Roman.


  “It seems,” he said, “that after thousands of years my adventuring days at last are over, and I’m going to settle down.”
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Chapter 17 - Armageddon in Space


  Ferdinand Stone sprang forward quickly as he and Alan Martin, Flight Director of the Earth Fleet, saw in the visiplate of their flagship, the Washington, the strange little approaching ship.


  “Better order our beamers to stand ready to blast that craft,” Stone advised. “It may be another trick of the robots.”


  “No, wait,” Alan Martin said, peering keenly into the instrument. “I’ve seen that ship before.”


  “It’s Dos-Tev’s little ship!” he exclaimed a moment later. “I saw it when we attended the Copernicus conference.”


  He turned swiftly to Captain Malcolm. “Something’s wrong. We’ve got to contact that craft at once.”


  The grizzled veteran instantly barked orders into the communication-phones and the great Washington rapidly changed its course and speed in space to allow the little craft to come alongside.


  Ferdinand Stone, meanwhile, had been watching the craft’s progress in the visiplate, and now breathed an exclamation of wonder.


  “Great heavens, they’re using at least six gravities deceleration! They must all be dead long ago from the terrific effects.”


  Within a few minutes the little cigar-shaped ship of Dos-Tev and the huge dirigible-like bulk of the Washington were driving side by side in space. Attractive beams stabbed out from the flagship’s side and drew the strange little craft quickly to it.


  Down in the airlocks of the boat-deck, Marin and Ferdinand Stone and Captain Malcolm waited tensely as the crew of the flagship sought to enter the little craft which was now attached hermetically to the great ship.


  A sweating junior officer emerged from the knot of men and saluted to Alan Martin. “We can’t open its space-door from outside, sir. And they must all be dead inside, for no one has tried to open it from within.”


  “It’s opening now!” came a sharp cry from one of the men at that moment.


  Martin and the others sprang forward. The round door of the little ship was turning, with infinite slowness. Inch by inch its rim went round, protruding further out each turn.


  Then suddenly the screwing stopped, and the door was slowly swung open on its hinges, by a shaking hand. The watching earthmen were as tho frozen as they saw a quivering, swaying shape rise painfully inside the door, and crawl out into the airlock.


  His body racked, crushed and broken by the terrific effect of the unusual deceleration, Dos-Tev’s face was a mask of appalling agony thru which his eyes glittered with unearthly, superhuman determination.


  Not one of the earthmen could have spoken in that moment had their lives depended on it. Then Dos-Tev’s voice sounded.


  A high, shrill, pain-taut rasp, his words came as tho by more than human effort, his eye’s holding Alan Martin’s.


  “Ay-Artz—nearing edge of solar system now! Will come in past Pluto—”


  The awful rasp faltered, as the racked body swayed, then more words came: “Ay-Artz has—has mightier weapons—than you think. Destroy him utterly, or he will—he will destroy your system.”


  Then into the agonized voice of Dos-Tev came a strange change. Pride and triumph flamed in it, beating back the pain.


  Slowly, stiffly, incredibly, that crushed body raised itself erect before the eyes of the watchers. For a breathless moment Dos-Tev stood at full height.


  His eyes distended, his face flaming, he shook his clenched fist out toward the enemy he could not see.


  “Do you hear me, Ay-Atrz? Dos-Tev still rules!”


  He crashed to the floor like a fallen tree a moment later, and lay still.


  Released from the spell that had bound them, Martin and the others sprang forward.


  “Dead!” exclaimed Ferdinand Stone. “God in heaven, the man must have been all will to live like that long enough to give us his word.”


  “The others in the craft are both dead, sir,” reported a white-faced officer to Martin.


  Martin jumped to his feet from where he had been stooping over the dead form.


  “Dos-Tev has done us his last and greatest service,” he said. “Now we of the solar system must fight without aid of anyone.”


  “Ay-Artz is at this moment nearing the system, and will have entered it before we can meet him. The battle we’ve been expecting these many months is on us.”


  His voice blared to Captain Malcolm. “Order a course laid for Pluto. Our fleet is to head there at the utmost speed that we can stand and live!”


  Within minutes the hundred great battleships of the Earth Fleet, in open space formation of three columns, were blasting outward on the course broadcast by the computers.


  In the bridge room of the flagship, Alan Martin hurried to the visiphone, to call the commanders of the five other fleets of the solar system forces.


  His first call was to Venus, and in a few moment the handsome face and steel blue eyes of Zinlo, Torrogo of Olba and commander of the Venusian fleet, looked out of the visiplate at him.


  “Martin speaking,” rapped the Flight Director. “The force of Ay-Artz is nearing the system, and all the solar system forces are to rendezvous near Neptune.”


  He gave the coordinates of the appointed rendezvous. “You will need to depart instantly. Your ships are ready?”


  The steel blue eyes flashed hard light as Zinlo gripped the hilt of his scarbo.


  “By Thorth, they’re coming at last?” he cried. “Good! The ships of Venus sail in ten minutes!”


  The hairy, unhuman face of Fax Gatola of Mars was next to confront Martin.


  When Martin gave him the word, the Martian’s little oval eyes too gleamed with the light of battle.


  “We will be there before you of Earth,” he promised. “My warriors have been lusting for this fight.”


  The Flight Director’s next call was to Callisto, and there the leonine head of Parlece was flung back abruptly as he heard the call.


  “My children and their ships will follow me to the rendezvous instantly!”


  “So far, so good,” muttered Martin, his keen face taut. “Fifty ships from each of those three planets and our own hundred make two hundred and fifty we’re sure of.


  “But what’s the matter?” he exclaimed a moment later as he waited for the visiphone. “Why haven’t they given me a connection with the Saturnians?”


  The voice of the Washington’s communications officer intruded quickly.


  “The Saturnian fleet is not on Saturn, sir! We called then there but they only know the fleet encountered trouble out in space, and stopped communicating suddenly.”


  Alan Martin turned to Ferdinand Stone, his eyes suddenly foreboding.


  “Something’s wrong there, then! What could have happened to the Saturnians?”


  Stone shook his gray head. “They may have been sent off on a wrong course as we were, and destroyed.”


  Martin’s jaw set. “I’ll call up Neptune and warn it’s fleet before we try to trace the Saturnians.”


  But that attempt too proved fruitless. Neptune could report only that its fleet, like the Saturnian one, had left the planet, reported danger, and then suddenly stopped communicating.


  Alan Martin strode to and fro in the bridge-room nervously. Stone watched him calmly, seemingly unperturbed.


  Martin turned suddenly. “We can’t afford to lose those two forces!” he exclaimed. “An essential part of our fleet!”


  At that moment came the excited voice of the communications officer.


  “Call coming from someone off Jupiter, sir! It seems to be a Saturnian.”


  “Put him on, quick,” Martin directed.


  In a moment the grotesque shape of a Saturnian appeared in the visiplate, the jell of his weird body flaming green with excitement.


  “I am Kama-Loo, now commanding the Saturnian fleet,” he reported. “Pross Mere-Mer is dead, and we Saturnians have just saved the Neptunian contingent from falling into the red spot on Jupiter.”


  Quickly he related what had happened. And when he heard Martin’s quick words, his jell went black with emotion.


  “The enemy is that close? But I must tell Steepa, the Neptunian leader.”


  “Never mind, I’ll tell him myself,” Martin answered.


  In a moment the gaseous form of the Neptunian replaced the Saturnian in the visiplate.


  “Ay-Artz and his twenty ships must be very close now to the edge of the system,” Martin said rapidly. “See if you can project a visibeam that will disclose him—comb the whole quadrant outside Pluto.”


  “Very well, we’ll try it,” Steepa answered, and clicked off the screen for the time being.


  Martin waited nervously. Ten minutes later the Neptunian re-appeared.


  “We have located the enemy, but cannot see him. He has force-screens out that make his position just a blank in space as far as our visibeams are concerned.”


  “All right, follow the position of that blank,” Martin ordered. “Give me the coordinates of his present position, then wait with the Saturnians at the rendezvous until we all arrive.”


  When the Neptunian had complied, and vanished, Martin studied the coordinates given for a few moments. Then he turned to Ferdinand Stone, his face drawn with anxiety.


  “Ay-Artz is closer that I imagined! We’ll barely have time to rendezvous off Neptune before he’ll be coming in past Pluto.”


  His eyes narrowed. “And when we do meet him, what then? Somehow I have an awful feeling that we are simply struggling against the inevitable, that he will brush us aside like flies.”


  Ferdinand Stone shrugged. “It may very well be that he will. But we’ll make him aware that flies can sting before he accomplishes it.


  “Brace up, boy,” he added, putting his hand on Martin’s shoulder. “You are feeling the responsibility of the coming battle, of this leadership of yours in it, and that makes you gloomy.


  “After all, even if Ay-Artz’s ships are super-powerful, there are only twenty of them. And we have two hundred and fifty.”


  “Yes, I know,” Martin said broodingly, “but I can’t forget Dos-Tev’s dying words. ‘Ay-Artz has mightier weapons than you think’.”


  “If the fight were only on even terms, I’d not be so afraid, for the crews of our two hundred and fifty ships are fighters all and will fight like demons for their solar system. But if the enemy unlooses wholly new forces on us—”


  “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Ferdinand Stone said calmly. “Meanwhile, we’re certainly making time. We’ll soon be crossing the orbit of Venus at this rate.”


  With the great Washington in the van, the three columns of the Earth Fleet were hurling themselves away from the sun at the highest possible velocity. Far ahead of them in the black of space burned the tiny green speck of Neptune, their present goal.


  On and on thru the spaces of the solar system raced the armada of Earth. And far ahead of them, they knew, the fleets of Venus and Mars and Callisto were hurtling out toward the rendezvous also. Two hundred and fifty mighty battleships of space, speeding out to join the others for the great battle that was to decide the fate of the system.


  They roared past the orbit of Venus, and soon past the orbit of Earth, too. Crushed by the terrific speed they were maintaining, drawing each breath in pain, still the men and officers of the Earth Fleet could not without emotion watch the gray old sphere of earth and its shining little moon drop behind. Every heart hardened in resolve to save that world and the others from the alien invader.


  As they crossed Mars’ orbit, and started the ticklish passage of the dangerous asteroidal zone, Alan Martin kept in constant visiphone contact with the fleets ahead. Already the Callistans had come up to the rendezvous where the Saturnians and Neptunians waited, he learned. And the Neptunians reported Ay-Artz’s forces now decelerating speed as they approached Pluto.


  Martin could not rid himself of the feeling of impending disaster. As Ferdinand Stone had said, he felt the awful weight of such responsibility as had never before rested on any being in the solar system. For on Martin, Flight Director of the solar system forces, rested the destiny of the system itself.


  All that had been accomplished so far, the epic flight of Dos-Tev to bring warning to the system, the herculean preparations that had been made on Mars and Callisto and Venus and Saturn and Neptune, the awful struggle against the robots of Earth and against that weird, ghastly thing that had laired inside the moon—all this was lost if he now mishandled the forces in the coming battle.


  Soon the Earth Fleet was racing close past Saturn, the colossal ringed planet slowly dropping behind on their left.


  Beyond in the black gloom glittered the green-gleaming little globes of Uranus and Neptune, and farther beyond, and on a different plane, the dim, dark spot of Pluto, their revolutions having brought the four outer planets in the same quarter.


  Martin, gazing ahead with Ferdinand Stone, turned as the face of Fax Gatola appeared in the visiplate.


  “Martian Fleet reports arrival at the rendezvous,” the Martian told him. “The Callistans have arrived also.”


  “Good! Lay there in space formation until the Venusians and our own contingent join up with you,” Alan Martin ordered.


  He called the Neptunian leader again. “The position of Ay-Artz’s forces now?”


  “They will be coming in past Pluto by the time you reach the rendezvous,” Steepa replied.


  “Then we’ll meet then between Neptune and Pluto,” Martin said. “Keep your visibeams on them constantly.”


  Moon-encircled Uranus dropped behind them now. And as they drew nearer the green sphere of Neptune, the Earth Fleet began to decelerate the terrific speed that had brought them across the system.


  By the time they were close to Neptune, its emerald disc filling half the heavens, the Venusians had joined the assembled forces. Slower moved the Earth Fleet, until ahead of it appeared a flat swarm of metallic object, in five rough divisions. The five fleets, awaiting the sister-fleet from Earth.


  The Earth Fleet drove over them in space, slowed until it floated without motion in respect to the others.


  Steepa reported instantly by visiphone, “The enemy has passed Pluto. And now they’re open to our visibeams.”


  “That’s right, Martin!” exclaimed Ferdinand Stone. “Look here!”


  In the plate connected to their projected visibeams, could be seen twenty colossal, silvery objects of cylindrical shape rushing thru space.


  These cylinder ships of Ay-Artz, Martin saw at once, were so huge as to make his own battleships seem puny. They were advancing in a compact triangular group, passing dark, icy Pluto.


  “They’ve cut off their visibeam screens, they’re letting us see them purposely,” Martin muttered. “Does that mean they want us to find them and fight them?


  “What does Ay-Artz have up his sleeve, anyway? He must be able to see that, big as his ships are, our forces are stronger.”


  He shook loose from that clinging foreboding, and rapidly gave order for disposition of his forces.


  “We will advance to meet the enemy in formation of five columns,” he snapped. “Assume that formation, a thousand-mile interval between ships.”


  Quickly the dirigible-like battleships ranked up as he ordered, the Earth Fleet forming two columns, the other fleets each one column.


  They waited for the order. And there came to them again Martin’s voice, deep, a little tremor in it.


  “You all know what depends on this fight. I do not have to exhort you to fight to the last of your strength.


  “But I do wish to emphasize that my orders must be obeyed instantly as received. Only by doing so can we smash Ay-Artz.”


  Then, with a long breath, Alan Martin spoke the single word, “Advance!”


  Propulsion tubes blasted white atomic fire as two hundred and fifty great battleships of space leaped forward thru the void as one.


  In their formation of five columns they roared toward the oncoming enemy. Above the formation of columns flew the flagship, the Washington, from which Alan Martin peered tautly ahead, Captain Malcolm and Ferdinand Stone tense by his side.


  The visibeams showed the fleet of Ay-Artz much closer. When a brief time, the twenty monster ships would be in sight to the unaided eye.


  Martin snapped, “Scout squadrons ahead!”


  Out from the head of each of the five columns dashed the assigned Scout squadrons, fifty of the swiftest ships.


  They flashed ahead of the main fleet, spread out in a broad fan before it, with flankers out on either side and above and below.


  That Ay-Artz was using his own visibeams was instantly made apparent by the spectacle of three of his own mighty ships dashing out ahead of the others.


  “Use your torpedoes on those three ships as soon as you come within range,” Martin ordered his scouts. “If they have no effect, engage directly with beams but break off at once when I order.”


  To Ferdinand Stone he added swiftly, “If we press those three ships hard enough, it may make Ay-Artz show his hand.”


  A moment later came report from the scouts, “We are in range, sir, but torpedoes prove ineffective. We are about to engage with beams.”


  “He’d naturally have screens out to ward off torpedoes,” Ferdinand Stone commented. “We’ll see what beams can do.”


  “There they go now—they’re fighting!” cried Captain Malcolm, pointing thru the bridge-room windows.


  Far ahead in the black vault, little spurts and flickers of light were stabbing and dying all along a broad horizontal line.


  They whirled to the visiplate, and on it the distant battle leaped clear and close to their eyes.


  The fifty scouts had dashed forward upon the three monster cylinders of Ay-Artz’s van, and were savagely attacking them with every possible beam.


  Like sharks hanging upon three great whales, the scouts pressed as close to the cylinders as their force-screens would permit, pouring terrific concentrated forces upon them in an effort to smash thru their protection.


  The ships of Ay-Artz answered! Long beams and broad fans of force slashed and sliced the attacking ships. Seven or eight of the scouts had already perished, but had not yet managed to break down the protective screens of the cylinders.


  But now the seventeen other monster cylinders raced forward as tho to succor their hard-pressed comrades.


  Instantly Martin gave order for the scouts to give over the attack.


  “Rejoin main body at once!” he ordered.


  As the scouts raced back, Martin turned a moment to his companions.


  “In a few minutes our main body will meet the enemy,” he said. “I am going to have half our forces hold back until we have engaged with the rest.”


  “Bad strategy to divide our forces now, sir!” warned grizzled Captain Malcolm.


  “I still think Ay-Artz is trying to trick us,” Martin rejoined. “I daren’t risk all our ships until we know for sure.


  “He’s used nothing new so far but that may only be to lure our main body within reach. If we could only find out whether he had any unknown weapons!”


  “We can try to get into one of his ships with a visibeam,” Ferdinand Stone suggested swiftly. “If we put enough power behind it, we might be able to drive it thru his screens.”


  “All right, try it but be quick!” Martin urged. “In a few minutes we’ll be meeting them.”


  All the power of the Washington’s mighty generators was momentarily turned into a visibeam that stabbed toward the foremost of the approaching cylinders.


  But tho the terrific power of the beam drove it thru the cylinder’s protective screens, it failed to penetrate the outer, silver-like skin of the cylinder itself.


  “No use, he’s got a skin on his ships absolutely proof to any visibeam we can project!” Stone exclaimed.


  “Then I’ve got to follow my plan of dividing forces,” Martin said.


  He gave his orders rapidly. “Columns divide in half, two columns of twenty five for each fleet, four columns for Earth fleet. Five columns stay back as reserves. Attacking division will form up in ten parallel columns.”


  In response, the hundred and twenty-five designated ships dashed forward ahead of the others, forming as ordered.


  They raced forward to come to grips with the enemy, and Martin saw the twenty huge ships expand into a broad line to meet them.


  His own ship, the Washington, led the Earth forces of his right wing. Alan Martin set his teeth as he saw the onrushing cylinders of Ay-Artz take form in the black gloom ahead.


  The two armadas met. Immediately there was fighting all along their line of contact, the smaller ships of the solar system curving around the monster cylinders and loosing their beams and torpedoes, while the cylinders replied in kind.


  The blackness of space was slashed by the vicious flare of the deadly beams, striving to pierce the defensive screens, and by the flashing explosions of torpedoes.


  Captain Malcolm, commanding the Washington in the battle, had swooped with a half-dozen other Earth battleships upon the cylinder at the end of the enemy line. He shouted orders for his beamers to concentrate their rays upon one portion of the cylinder’s screens, in an endeavor to break thru them.


  Alan Martin and Ferdinand Stone, gripping the edge of the visiphone plate as the Washington pressed forward, saw the huge cylinder looming only dimly thru the blinding dance and flare of the forces loosed upon it. The flagship reeled and quivered constantly from the shuddering recoil of its auxiliary guns.


  The cylinder replied viciously to the attack, its beams cutting out and searching for its attackers. One of the Earth ships near the flagship, its defensive screens faltering for a moment, was smashed into metallic rags by those beams instantly.


  In the flaring hell of this hot struggle at the end of the line, Martin did not lose touch with his forces as a whole. His visiplate showed him the battle all along the line.


  Hard fighting had developed on the left wing, and Fax Gatola’s Martians were being roughly handled by three or four of the monster craft there. The Martians had already lost a dozen ships but were hanging grimly on, pounding their huge antagonists with every force they could release.


  Martin snapped an order and the Callistans extended their line a little to the left, relieving the Martians of the attack of one of the cylinders they faced. But Parcele’s forces, in turn, began to feel the brunt of Ay-Artz’s attack.


  “They’ve not sprung any surprises on us, Martin,” exclaimed Ferdinand Stone. “If we don’t bring up the rest of our forces now, we might as well quit.”


  Alan Martin nodded. “If Ay-Artz had anything up his sleeve, he’d surely have revealed if by now.”


  Martin now proceeded to unloose his forces in his main attack.


  He ordered the waiting reserves to come up and fall with him on the enemy’s left wing.


  The Martians and Callistans were to continue the unequal battle along the rest of the line while Martin attempted to crush the end of Ay-Artz’s line by a sudden onslaught of immense forces.


  The waiting reserves had been chafing to join the battle, and now dashed forward at top speed.


  Before the enemy was aware of the maneuver, the two hundred great ships bore down upon the left wing thru the blinding haze of battle, and then the system’s forces were falling upon the four cylinders at that wing.


  Space almost instantly seemed choked with attacking ships around the big cylinders. Some seventy or eighty ships concentrated on each of the two end cylinders, and as their beams drove at the two craft, it was target for unthinkable torrents of vibratory force.


  No defensive screens could withstand such forces, and the screens of the cylinders gave way. With the swiftness of light, there flashed thru a storm of beams and torpedoes that smashed, rended, crumpled up and exploded the cylinders into tiny fragments.


  “Two gone!” Captain Malcolm cried. “By heaven, we’re going to beat them!”


  “Concentrate attack on the next two cylinders!” Alan Martin cried into the visiphone to the exultant forces.


  Then suddenly he cried, “Wait! Wait—”


  For with the unexpected destruction of two of his cylinders, Ay Artz had finally unmasked his real attack.


  Out from every one of his cylinders there stole pale, ghostly beams so dim as to be hardly visible.


  The ghostly fingers of light passed thru the defensive screens of the solar system’s forces as tho they did not exist, and touched a score of ships.


  Instantly those ships puffed into blinding flares of light—and vanished. And were other ships were close to them, they too were caught by the flare, and puffed out in dazzling flashes.


  “It’s Ay-Artz’s real weapon!” Martin yelled. “Disengage battle and retreat at once!”


  Puff! Puff!—blinding flares now were leaping and dancing destroyingly along the solar system’s line as the ghostly fingers of death reached and touched more and more ships.


  Zinlo’s Venusians were all but annihilated, thirty ships flashing into nothingness in a heartbeat. A quarter of the rest of the fleet were annihilated, before they could obey Martin’s frantic order to break off the fight.


  They zoomed up in space at a dizzy angle, Saturnians, Neptunians, Earth ships and others mixed together in the mad recoil from the death being loosed upon them.


  The cylinders made no attempt to follow. And high overhead, as Alan Martin reformed his shattered forces, he found that two fifths of his entire armada had been wiped from existence.


  “Great heavens, what was that!” cried Captain Malcolm. “It was like no beam ever heard of—simply whiffed ships out of existence in a flash.”


  “I knew Ay-Artz was trying to trap us!” Martin cried. “Remember Dos-Tev’s dying words.”


  Ferdinand Stone said excitedly, “Martin, that ghostly beam he uses must be one that transmutes the atoms of whatever matter it touches into pure force. You know, an atom is simply confined force and that pale beam releases it.


  “And when the atoms touched by the beam explode into force, they touch off the atoms next to them, and so on until all the atoms on that place of matter are touched off. Just as a whole magazine will go when one bag of powder is fired.”


  “Even ships that weren’t touched by the beam flared and vanished when the flare of other ships struck them!” the captain exclaimed, and Stone nodded.


  “Each ship, melting suddenly into force, flares out for a great area, and touches off anything the flare touches.”


  “However it works, it’s been fatal to us,” Martin told them. “Look, they’re simply disregarding us now.”


  For there far below them in the void, Ay-Artz’s eighteen monster cylinders had again resumed formation and now were calmly moving onward thru space.


  They were moving straight toward the great green disk of Neptune, which filled a whole quarter of space.


  From the visiphone came the suddenly agonized cry of Steepa, the Neptunian leader. “They’re going to land on Neptune, make it their base here! They’ll ravage my world!


  “We’ve got to stop them, sir! We can’t let them destroy my people!”


  Alan Martin looked helplessly at the others. “The Neptunian’s right. We’ve got to prevent that at all costs.”


  “But against those deadly dematerializing beams we’ve not a chance in the world,” Ferdinand Stone protested.


  “Don’t I know that?” said Martin bitterly. “But we’ll fight Ay-Artz while we’ve got a ship left.”


  “Form up in four columns!” his voice flared at the visiphone. “The four divisions will then approach Ay-Artz’s force from different quadrants simultaneously.


  “That will make it a little harder for him to use the dematerializing beams on us,” he said to Stone. “And we may be able to smash more of his cylinders this time.”


  The four columns separated, the Earth Fleet in one, and the decimated Martians and Callistans, with the few battered Venusian ships left, in the other three divisions.


  Martin’s Earth division retained its position above the enemy until the other three columns had sped to different quadrants. Then when all were ready, he gave the order and they dashed again upon the enemy.


  Down like swooping falcons of the void swept the Earth ships toward the cylinders, while from three other directions the three other forces of attackers came in.


  Ay-Artz was ready for them. As they charged, his cylinders swiftly assumed a square formation, the four sides of the square facing the four attacks.


  Again beams and torpedoes choked the void as the attackers dashed upon the invaders. But even before they came within range—Puff! Puff! the solar system ships were flashing and going as Ay-Artz’s pale death fingers searched among them.


  Still the attackers surged bravely forward, hoping to get close enough to concentrate attack on some cylinder and smash its screens. But the death fingers flashed them into nothingness in increasing numbers as they came on.


  Less than sixty ships were now left of the whole solar system fleet. Alan Martin saw the futility of continuing this sacrifice, and gave the order to retreat again. His sixty ships gathered together, the battered, scorched remnants of the proud armada of so short a time before.


  “We’ve shot our bolt!” Captain Malcolm said decisively. “With those deadly dematerializing beams, that can do just what they want to do.”


  “If we only could have beams like those to meet them with!” cried Alan Martin. “Stone, isn’t there any chance of duplicating those beams?”


  Ferdinand Stone shook his head. “Not unless we got a look at the mechanisms that produce them. Then I might be able to duplicate them. But that’s out of the question—our visibeams can’t penetrate the skin of those cylinders, as we found out.”


  “Look, Ay-Artz is landing on Nepture!” cried Captain Malcolm.


  In the visiplates they saw that the invader, leaving four cylinders out in space as guards, was swinging in with his other fourteen cylinders thru the atmosphere of the great green planet.


  The horror that followed was enacted before their stricken eyes in brief moments. Ay-Artz’s cylinders sped around the surface of Neptune and as they sped, rained destruction on its people.


  Using their ordinary vibratory beams, the cylinders smashed the glassite cities of the Neptunians into glittering fragments, crushed their swarming inhabitants beneath the debris, even tore thru the surrounding jungles great lanes of destruction.


  Then the cylinders, having completed their slaughter of the Neptunians, settled down in a spot on the equator of the planet, apparently chosen as a base for the further conquest of the solar system.


  From the visiphone came the agonize voice of Steepa.


  “My people—my cities! Wiped out of existence forever!”


  “Unless I’m mistaken, they’re only the first,” Ferdinand Stone said grimly. “Saturn will probably be visited next by the invaders, when they have established themselves strongly on Neptune.”


  “No!” Martin cried. “By heaven, we’ve still got a chance if we can find out how those dematerializing beams are produced.


  “Listen, this is what we’ll try. We’ll attack one of those four guarding cylinders out in space. Our ships, except this flagship, will endeavor to smash that cylinder’s screens and smash its outer skin.


  “If they succeed in doing that, our flagship, lying off from the battle, will instantly drive a visibeam into the shattered cylinder and get a look at the apparatus that produced the dematerializing beams. Then Doctor Stone may be able to duplicate the apparatus.”


  “It’s a long chance,” Stone muttered. “You’re giving me a big order, even if we do get a visibeam inside.”


  “It’s the one chance left and we’ve got to take it,” Martin replied. “Everybody willing?”


  “Yes, anything to keep the cursed invaders from spreading further!” came the answer.


  “Very well, attack that nearest cylinder at once,” Martin ordered. “Remember, try above all to smash thru the outer skin of the cylinder.”


  The fifty odd ships dashed forward instantly, heading toward the nearest of the four cylinders which cruised out in space around Neptune.


  In mad, headlong attack they dashed at that cylinder, which back in space lay the Washington, Martin and Ferdinand Stone standing ready at the visiplates, the communications men below taut to hurl their strongest visibeam at the cylinder.


  When the ships neared the cylinder, its ghostly fingers reached out and blinding flares edged one another in space as attacking ships went to death. But more than forth remained and these, falling upon the cylinder, smashed loose with every beam and force they possessed at its defensive screens.


  The screens could not stand the terrific fury of this concentrated attack, and gave way. In thru them tore the bolts of force from the attackers, ripping along the side of the silvery cylinder and slicing it cleanly away.


  Instantly the visibeam from the Washington played over the interior of the shattered cylinder. Ferdinand Stone ordered it concentrated on upon a huge cylindrical mechanism that was apparently the generator of the fearful dematerializing beams.


  The visibeam, driving into the interior of the huge mechanism, revealed its every detail to Stone’s piercing eyes. Meanwhile Alan Martin ordered the forty remaining ships to return, as the three other cylinders guarding Neptune were quickly up.


  When the cylinders came up, they immediately turned a pale beam upon their shattered comrade. It vanished in a flash of light.


  Ferdinand Stone cried, “They did that because they must have known we’d have a visibeam on the interior.”


  “Did you see enough?” Alan Martin cried. “Could you build a generator of the dematerializing beams, like that one?”


  “I’m pretty sure I could,” Stone replied. “The generator and its projector, it was evident were not made of matter at all, since the beam generated would have destroyed them, but of captive forces resembling matter to the eye.


  “I could do it, but what would be the use? With one generator, what chance would we have against those seventeen huge cylinders and their equipment?”


  “We’ll have a chance, all right, if we can just build the one generator,” Martin assured him. “But we must be quick.”


  A few hours later, the remnants of the solar system fleet having lain in space that time at the same position, Ferdinand Stone raised a sweating, exhausted face from the interior of a big cylindrical mechanism.


  The mechanism seemed to the eye to be made of solid metal, but in reality was built up of captive forces which would be immune to the beam generated. So was the projector to be used with it.


  “I think that finishes it,” Stone panted. “We’ll try it, anyway.”


  They hooked the generator to the projector and turned on the power. Out into the black vault shot a pale little beam.


  Instantly Martin turned it off. “It works!” he cried. “And with it we can destroy Ay-Artz’s entire forces at one blow!”


  “Are you crazy?” Stone demanded. “We might get one or even two of his cylinders with this, but the rest would get us.”


  “You don’t understand,” Martin told him. “Ay-Artz’s forces are all on Neptune, except the three guarding cylinders cruising close to Neptune.


  “Suppose we run past those guards, and turn this beam on the surface of Neptune itself. What would happen then?”


  Ferdinand Stone went white. “God in heaven! So that’s your idea!”


  “What’s the idea?” demanded Captain Malcolm. “I can’t see that just dematerializing a part of Neptune’s surface would do any good.”


  “It wouldn’t be just a part of Neptune’s surface,” Martin said. “Don’t you remember what Stone said, that when the beam strikes any atoms it touches them off into force, and their out-flash touches off the next atoms, and so on until every atom in that piece of matter explodes into force in one great flash.”


  The captain’s tanned face blanched. “You mean that if you did that, all of Neptune—“


  “All of Neptune would be dematerialized in one tremendous flash, yes!” shouted Martin. “And Ay-Artz and his cylinders and everything else on it would be annihilated, as they annihilated Neptune!”


  Ferdinand Stone caught his arm. “Martin, it would go farther than that. The tremendous out-flash of force from Neptune and its moon would involve Pluto also, and possibly Uranus.


  “Pluto and Uranus, of course, are uninhabited, and their destruction would mean nothing. But if Uranus went, Saturn also would probably go, and that would mean that nothing could save the rest of the solar system.”


  “Do you understand what that means? You’re taking a chance of destroying our whole solar system in one tremendous spreading explosion, by doing this!”


  “I’m willing to take that chance, rather than let Ay-Artz destroy our peoples and conquer the system!” Martin shouted in return.


  “I don’t think the flash will spread beyond Uranus. But even if it does, if all our planets and the sun go, then that’s a better way to end than tamely letting ourselves be conquered and killed!”


  “I say the same!” came the cry of Zinlo, the Venusian, from the visiphone.


  “And I! And I! And I!” cried the Martians and Saturnians and Callistans.


  “And I too,” came the voice of Steepa, the Neptunian, throbbing with hate. “But my ship shall be the ship that carries the generator and looses that dematerializing beam.”


  “Your ship?” repeated Martin. “Don’t you understand that the ship that looses the beam will itself be destroyed in the tremendous out-flash of force?”


  “I do realize it and that is why I demand that we do it,” the Neptunian replied. “Do you think that we few Neptunians who are left desire to outlive our race who are gone forever?”


  “No, we wish to die as they have died, and to die in bringing death upon their slayers. Let us carry the beam!”


  Stone plucked Martin’s sleeve. “It is his right, Martin,” he said simply.


  Within a brief time, the big cylindrical generator had been transferred from the Washington to the ship of Steepa.


  From the visiphone came the voice of Steepa for the last time, as his ship started toward Neptune.


  “Farewell, comrades in arms! We have fought a good fight together. Now you shall see how Neptunians can die.”


  The Neptunian ship was out of sight almost instantly, racing headlong toward the distant green planet.


  Stone caught Martin’s arm. “We’d better retreat as far as Saturn’s orbit,” he warned. “The flash will get us out here, if Uranus goes.”


  They sped back at highest speed until they reached the vicinity of the great ringed planet.


  There, calling a halt in space, Alan Martin and Stone tensely watched by their visibeams the progress of the Neptunians.


  Steepa’s ship had almost reached Neptune by this time. Now they had been sighted by the cruising cylinders on guard around the planet.


  Martin and Stone held their breath as the cylinders darted in pursuit of the Neptunians. Then they saw an act of mad heroism.


  “He’s going to make it—cut the visibeam, quick!” cried Ferdinand Stone, reaching for the switches.


  The plate went blank and Stone sprang for the lead-glass goggles they had used for observation of the sun.


  Even as they clapped the goggles to their eyes, the thing happened.


  Out there in the black of space, the green speck of Neptune suddenly expanded into an awful explosion of blinding light that dazed their optic nerves even thru the opaque goggles.


  The colossal out-flash puffed out in an oval form, the bigger end of the oval marking where Triton, Neptune’s moon, was caught by the flash and added to it.


  Tremendous waves of electrical force flung the watching ships upon their beam ends, made lightning-like violet brushes spray from the metal of their interiors.


  Gripping a stanchion, Alan Martin and Ferdinand Stone watched with blinded eyes that could barely see. The saw the awful puff of light expand fiercely into sudden greater size.


  “Pluto’s gone!” Stone shouted. “It’s coming toward Uranus!”


  The titanic explosion of released force, of hellish light, was expanding toward them, toward the green globe of Uranus and its moons.


  Martin cried out in pain of tortured eyes, and Ferdinand Stone choked out a hoarse exclamation, as the terrific light-flower suddenly bloomed still greater, filling the heavens before them with a sea of raging released force.


  “Uranus went there!” Stone yelled. “Saturn here will be next, and then the rest of the planets!”


  “It won’t reach Saturn—it won’t!” cried Alan Martin as they clung to the side of the wildly-whirling ship.


  The light-flash now completely filled the firmament before them, save only for a narrow rim at the edges of their vision. That rim narrowed further as the colossal out-flash of force reached toward ringed Saturn.


  Closer and close it came, advancing with awful rapidity, its fringe seeming already almost to touch the many-mooned planet’s resplendent rings. At the very brink it paused, burning in space with its edge but a few million miles from the outermost rings.


  Then, sick, blinded, struggling to stand, Alan Martin cried out and pointed.


  It had reached its farthest extent, had just fallen short of touching Saturn, and now was passing as swiftly as it had appeared.


  Back, back, it retreated, withering, dwindling, and then suddenly it was gone. Snapped out of existence, and there in space before the eyes of Stone and Martin was only blackness.


  Pluto was gone, Neptune was gone, Uranus was gone—all gone forever. But gone forever too were Ay-Artz and his cylinders, the menace of dread invasion.


  “God, it’s over,” choked Ferdinand Stone dazedly. “And I thought there it was the end, that Saturn, all the planets, the sun, would go.”


  “But they didn’t, and we’ve won!” came the cry of superhuman triumph from Alan Martin’s sick, shaken body.


  “We of the solar system gambled our system itself on victory. And we won! We won!”


  INTELLIGENCE UNDYING


  Amazing Stories, April 1936


  THE young chemistry instructor, chatting with two fellow-teachers in one of the halls of Midwestern University, had no notion that his next words were to change all human history to come.


  It was in the most casual of conversations that he spoke, nodding toward the stooped, elderly, gray-haired man who had just limped past them in the hall.


  “Doctor Hanley looks pretty feeble lately. I expect his work is about done—too bad, too.”


  Then he added with more liveliness, “Say, did I tell you how I made out in the poker game last night?”


  That young man never dreamed what he had done. He never even knew that Doctor John Hanley had heard him.


  Nor did anyone else know until on a night some weeks later, young Edwin Snow visited the elderly scientist.


  There was a curious friendship between the old and the younger man, between the world-renowned biophysicist who was supposed to think only of his work, and the quiet, modest young instructor in English literature.


  Everyone else at Midwestern was awed by Doctor Hanley’s great reputation. His infrequent lectures were listened to with bated breath by students striving to understand. Even the President of the University approached him with the deference due to a superior.


  But young Snow had come to Midwestern and had seen what the others had failed to see, that in spite of all his eminence Doctor Hanley was a lonely old man. So he had disregarded the scientist’s fame, which indeed Snow’s unscientific mind could not appreciate, and had made overtures of simple friendship. In a few months he was Hanley’s closest, almost his only friend.


  At least two nights a week the gray-haired, impatient-faced and acid old scientist and the spectacled, smiling, easy-going young instructor sat in Hanley’s house, and smoked and talked till midnight. But on this night Doctor Hanley was different. He stared for a while at the younger man from under his gray brows, and then spoke abruptly.


  “Snow, you know I’ve been busy lately on private research. To-night I’m going to tell you what I’ve been doing.”


  The young English teacher took his pipe from his mouth. “If you like. The chances are I won’t understand you anyway.”


  “I’ll make you understand, all right,” the scientist said a little grimly.


  He hesitated a moment, then spoke more slowly. “Snow, a few weeks ago I heard someone, a young fool over there at the University, say something about me that brought me up short.


  “It suddenly made me realize what I never realized before. It made me realize that my life, my work, are practically finished.”


  Snow looked at him with more attention. “I wouldn’t let a few chance-heard words upset me if I—” he started to say.


  Doctor Hanley interrupted forcefully. “I tell you, it’s true. I never realized it before, I couldn’t realize that life could be so short, but it’s so.”


  “I’m almost seventy now. The physicians I went to told me that my heart may pop out any time, that I have only months at best. It’s all over, my life, my work, the work I planned to do in the future, all over, finished.” He stared broodingly into the fire, his hard eyes dreaming.


  “That a human life can be so short! Why, it seems only yesterday that I was your age, starting to work. Just yesterday!”


  “The things I’ve planned to do, the problems I’ve always meant to solve, the secrets I’ve meant to discover!” He made a harsh movement with his hand. “And now it will never be done. It’s taken all my life really to learn the fundamentals of my science, to get the tools and skill to do great things, and now when I’m ready at last to do them, this miserable body of mine fails me and it’s all lost.” Edwin Snow nodded, his eyes deeply sympathetic behind his glasses. “It has always seemed hard to me that we should have to die just when we have at last learned to live,” he said.


  “I’m not thinking of myself, not of any individual,” Doctor Hanley declared. “It’s man, the race, I’m thinking of.


  “Snow, have you ever stopped to think what progress might be if we did not all have to spend half or more of our lives learning what the world already knows?


  “Suppose a child were born into the world knowing all that I now know? That child would not have to spend years learning things already known, but could go on from present knowledge, could spend all his life contributing to new knowledge.


  “Think of the discoveries he could make, the problems he could solve! He could go deeper into the mysteries that confront us than any man has ever been able to do.”


  Young Snow’s whimsical, pleasant face wrinkled in thought. “It’s certainly an attractive fancy,” he said.


  Doctor Hanley was silent for a few moments, eyeing the younger man strangely.


  Then he said, “It’s no fancy, Snow. I’m going to do it.”


  “What?” The young instructor was startled out of his usual easy-going calm. “Going to do what?”


  “I’m going to transmit my intelligence, my memory, my mind, to a newborn child’s brain,” the scientist answered.


  Edwin Snow looked so earnestly at him that despite his seriousness, Doctor Hanley smiled bleakly.


  “No, my wits aren’t turned. I’m really going to do the thing. I’ve been working on it these last weeks, ever since I realized that my life was almost over.


  “I said to myself, ‘If I could just transfer my mind, my knowledge, to a newborn child, he could go ahead and do all the things I won’t live to do, without having to waste time learning.’ And I’ve found a way to transfer my mind like that.”


  “But how—what—” the now thoroughly amazed Snow began to stammer when a wave of Hanley’s hand cut him short.


  “It’s simple enough at bottom, though it has entailed the devising of wholly new principles of apparatus.”


  He leaned forward. “When we come into this world, Snow, our minds are a blank sheet except for certain reflexes which we all inherit. But from our birth onward, our minds are affected by all about us, our reflexes are conditioned, as the behaviorists say. All we experience is printed on the sheet of our minds.


  “I will try to explain to you how this is done. The seat of the human intelligence is in the cortex or outer layer of the cerebrum, which is the upper and bigger part of the brain. The cortex consists of a vast number of gray nerve-cells or neurones, some concerned with sight sensations, some with taste sensations, and so on.


  “When someone gives you a strange fruit and you first look at it, the sensation passes from your eye retinas up the optic nerves to the group of sensory cells in the cortex that receive visual impressions. Then when you bite the fruit a sensation of pleasant taste is transmitted to the taste-cells of the cortex, and between sight-cells and taste-cells a certain individual connection is formed.


  “Because of that connection, the next time you look at such a fruit the stimulation of your sight-cells will continue along that previously formed connection and will stimulate the sensation of pleasant taste in the brain’s taste-cells. In other words, merely looking at the fruit this time will cause your brain to feel a sensation, an associated memory, of pleasant taste. For the first experience established a definite physical connection between certain of your visual and taste neurones, and that is what you mean by saying that you learned that the fruit tastes good.


  “In the same way that you learn to know things like that, you learn to do things. The first time you perform some action requiring skill, it is hard to do, because the connections between the brain’s neurones which receive sensations and thus see what to do, and those which issue commands to the muscles to do them, are not well formed. But each time you perform that action the connections between the sensory neurones and motor centers are better formed, and so you soon perform the action without conscious thought, so well are the connections formed.


  “Everything a human being learns, therefore, simply establishes new connections between the nerve-cells of the brain. There are millions of nerve-cells in the cortex of the cerebrum and therefore you will see that the different connections and combinations between them are infinite in number. No two people ever have exactly the same combinations of connections between their neurones, which is to say that no two people ever have exactly the same mind, memories, and knowledge.


  “As I said, a newborn child has no such knowledge-connections in his cortex at all—he has not yet formed any. Now if I take that child immediately after birth and establish in his brain exactly the same web of intricate neurone-connections I have built up in my own brain, he will have exactly the same mind, memories, knowledge, as I have. He will remember everything that has happened to me, everything I have ever learned, have ever. done. He will not be I, yet his mind will be exactly identical with my mind!”


  Edwin Snow’s pipe had dropped from his hand and the young instructor was staring at the scientist with protruding eyes.


  “Do you mean that you can do that?”


  Doctor Hanley nodded. “I can. I’ve devised a way to scan my brain’s intricate web of neurone connections by electrical impulses, and by means of those impulses to build up an exactly identical web of neurone connections in the infant’s brain. Just as a television scanning-disk can break down a complicated picture into impulses that reproduce the picture elsewhere.” Snow got to his feet, staring at the old scientist in an ill-concealed species of horror.


  “But what child—”


  “That’s all arranged,” waved Hanley. “Plenty of infants are born in this city each year whose mothers don’t want them.


  “I’ve arranged for such an infant to be given to me as soon as born, a white male child. I will adopt the child legally and as soon as it is here I will transfer my mind to it.


  “You understand, this experiment means death for me, physically. The shock of those searching electrical impulses in my brain will without doubt kill me, in my present feeble condition.


  “But the counter-impulses, that build up my neurone-connections in the child’s brain, will not harm him. And his mind will at once be the same as mine. Even before he can walk or talk he will have all the knowledge and memories that I’ve amassed.”


  “There’s something unholy about it!” burst from Snow. “To put one of the greatest scientific minds in the world, with a lifetime of experience behind it, into a newborn child!”


  “Man, can’t you see what it will mean to the world!” exclaimed the scientist passionately. “Can’t you see what John Hanley 2nd, will be able to give to the world? He won’t have to waste time learning but will go on from where I’m leaving off.


  “And not only he, but others beyond him. When his life nears its end he can pass on his mind, my mind, to another child, to John Hanley, 3rd. And that infant will become possessor of all the mental power built up in two lifetimes.


  “Why, it can go on and on, my mind passing down from generation to generation, growing and growing, giving to the world gifts of power of which it does not now dream. An undying intelligence that grows ever greater!” His eyes flamed with the vision. Then the flame passed and almost complacently he spoke to the dazed young man.


  “You’re to have part in this too, Snow. I’m naming you as guardian of John Hanley 2nd, in my will, to care for him, for me, after this body of mine is dead.”


  Edwin Snow shook his head, that horror still strong in his eyes.


  “I’m not sure that I want anything to do with the thing at all, Hanley.”


  Yet two weeks later Snow was in the scientist’s private laboratory, when Hanley, wire-taut with excitement, prepared to effect the incredible transfer of his mentality to the newborn baby an ambulance had just brought to the house.


  On a prepared table Hanley placed the scrawny, squalling red baby. Beside it was another table, and at the head of the two tables was a metal stand bearing a squat, enigmatical bulk of apparatus. Tentacles and cables joined it to other mechanisms in the room, pulsing tubes in it glowed violet through slits in its metal cover. From it led two insulated wires that each ended in a metal cap, one of them twice as large as the other.


  Rapidly, gently, Hanley placed the smaller metal can upon the head of the now dozing infant. Without speaking he laid a pencil and pad beside the child, then climbed upon the other table and adjusted the larger, metal helmet on his own head.


  He reached for the controlling switch. “Remember, Snow,” he warned, “you are not to touch the apparatus no matter what happens. It is set to turn itself off automatically at the proper time.”


  Snow swallowed, nodded, unable to speak. Hanley suddenly smiled at him. “Goodbye, Snow. Or should I say—au revoir?”


  He threw the switch. The mechanism on the stand hummed loud, and instantly Hanley sank back, his eyes closing.


  The child too lay in stupor, breathing slowly. Edwin Snow watched them, conscious that he was trembling.


  The incredible apparatus hummed on. Minutes passed, that seemed eternities to the watching teacher. Then a red light winked somewhere inside the apparatus and its humming abruptly died.


  Edwin Snow bent hastily over Doctor Hanley, examined him with trembling hands. Even to his untrained eyes, but a moment was needed to show that the scientist was dead, his gray face set and cold.


  Young Snow turned toward the infant. And as he did so, the child opened its eyes.


  It looked up at him, steadily, and at the gaze of those strangely steady, brown eyes, Edwin Snow shuddered.


  The child had such an expression in its eyes as he had never before seen in an infant’s. Slowly, steadily, it turned its little head until it could look at Doctor Hanley’s dead form.


  Then its tiny hand moved uncertainly until it reached the pad and pencil beside it. With the preternaturally strong hand-grasp of a newborn child, it clutched the pencil in its fingers.


  The little hand moved awkwardly, the pencil scratched slowly, unsteadily, over the surface of the pad. Then it released the pencil. Mechanically Edwin Snow picked up the pad, and as he read the crudely scrawled, almost indecipherable letters, he uttered a shuddering sob.


  “I-T W-O-R-K-E-D, S-N-O-W. E-V-E-R-Y-T-H-I-N-G’S A-L-L R-I-G-H-T A-N-D M-Y M-I-N-D I-S J-U-S-T T-H-E S-A-M-E.”


  John Hanley—John Hanley, 21st—stood in taut attention beside a beryllium table upon which two beams of concentrated electrical force played upon a tiny speck of bismuth.


  In body, John Hanley, 21st, was a thin, bald man of middle age, with a severe mask of a face. But the blue eyes in that face were astoundingly in contrast to the rest of it, impatient, keen, penetrating eyes, fixed with sword-like intensity on the bismuth speck.


  Suddenly the Silence of the silvery-walled, sunlit laboratory was broken as a door opened.


  A young man entered, one clad like Hanley in a short white tunic and sandals. His dark, mobile young face was excited.


  John Hanley turned in amazed indignation. “You, Kriss? You dare to enter without summons ?”


  The young man’s features expressed utmost respect struggling with uncontrollable excitement.


  “Your pardon, master, I know I break the rules. But something has happened.”


  “Well, what is it?” Hanley demanded impatiently. “What’s gone wrong now?”


  Kriss pointed toward the silvery west wall of the laboratory. “Master, rocket-ships are fighting up there in the sky, many of them! They look like Northern and Southern battleships.” The scientist’s blue eyes were incredulous. “Ships fighting—war—in this year 3144?” he exclaimed. “Impossible! There has been no war between the two great Federations for twelve centuries.”


  “Yet they are fighting now,” Kriss persisted. “You can see from the balcony.”


  The scientist hesitated, glancing at the experiment on the table. “To leave now when I’m on the very verge of at last releasing atomic power—but yes, I must learn what is happening.” He reached abruptly and moved levers, and the twin electrical beams died. Then he strode toward the door.


  He went, the obsequious, excited Kriss following closely, through splendid, silvery halls and connecting laboratories deserted now of their occupants. He emerged through a door into sunlight and thin air of biting chill.


  It was a small balcony, on which were a score of young men clad like himself and his follower. The balcony jutted from the edge of an oblong, flat-topped structure of silvery metal, which housed the laboratories of the world’s greatest scientist.


  This silvery parallelopipedon was perched sheer on the edge of a great cliff and looked out over scores of soaring, snow-crowned mountain peaks and vertical, black chasms. John Hanley, 21st, had established his laboratories here in the great peaks of the North American Rockies where he would be far from the interferences and annoyances of the teeming cities that benefited by his discoveries.


  John Hanley strode through his respectful young servants on the balcony and stared with them into the western sky.


  There above the distant peaks hovered a boiling ball of whirling black specks that shot tiny jets of white fire at each other.


  John Hanley snapped an order and swiftly a stubby-looking telescope was brought, through which he peered at that distant aerial conflict.


  He turned from the instrument in a moment, his expression one of shaken incredulity.


  “Northern and Southern ships fighting there, yes! This means that war has broken out somehow between the Northern and Southern Federations.”


  His face flushed angry red. “The fools, the blind fools! After I’ve worked d thousand years and more to give them greater and greater powers, and they use them—”


  He broke off, turned toward the uncomprehending, listening young men.


  “You who are my servants, is your allegiance now to me or to the Federations from which you came?” he asked them.


  Kriss answered for them all. “To you, of course, master! Did we not all swear to execute all your commands, to become the hands and limbs by which you could carry out your work?”


  “Very well!” Hanley approved. “Quick, then, there is work for you to do before any of those ships get here. Yes, some of them will be here, which ever manage to destroy the others.” His rapid orders sent the young men running into the laboratories. Quickly they began assembling a strange and bulky mechanism.


  They knew not what it was they were building, had no slightest comprehension of what lay behind their master’s orders. It was enough for them that he so ordered. His was the brain and they were but extensions of his limbs.


  Thirty minutes later the work was finished and John Hanley, 21st, stood with his servants on the balcony and watched the two surviving rocket-ships approach. He and the young men now wore curious circular shields of metal over their ears.


  The two fish-like battleships came on fast with thudding rocket-blasts, and the crossed arrow of the Northern Federation could be discerned on their prows. They were the victors and the only survivors of the fight. They landed on the roof of the silvery building and down upon the balcony came a little troop of men from them.


  These men wore blue harnesses over their tunics and flame-tubes at their belts, and their faces still flamed with light of battle. But their leader bowed with deep respect as he faced the chill, immobile figure of the scientist.


  “Sir we are of the Rocket Fleet of the Northern Federation and have been sent to protect you,” he said rapidly. “War has been declared between the two Federations.”


  “We met a Southern force bound here, no doubt to abduct you, and, in destroying them, all of us but two ships were also destroyed.”


  “What are your orders regarding me?” John Hanley, 21st, asked coldly.


  The Northern captain’s eyes flickered but he did not lose his attitude of deep respect.


  “We are to take you for your own protection to the Capitol, sir. There you will be housed in safety and comfort befitting the world’s greatest scientist.”


  “Safety and comfort,” repeated John Hanley bitterly. “What you mean is that you’re taking me so that I will invent weapons for you to destroy the Southern Federation with, weapons that will depopulate half of the earth.


  “And the Southern Federation had the same idea and sent ships here to get me, only they didn’t send quite as many as your headquarters did.


  “I thought that after all the great gifts that I and my predecessors, twenty other John Hanley’s, made to the world, the comforts and powers we gave it, it would have forgotten this ancient madness of war as I had forgotten it.


  “I see now that I was wrong. You’ve taken all the things I gave you, and all the time you’ve kept plotting to murder each other. And to make me part of that wholesale murder!”


  The captain, looking a little doubtful of his own temerity, stepped forward and laid his hand on the scientist’s shoulder.


  “I am sorry, sir—but my orders—we must go now—”


  Without moving from where he stood, John Hanley, 21st, pressed the switch at the end of a cord running along the balcony rail.


  Instantly the Northern captain and his followers swayed and staggered, pitched wildly into each other, losing their balance and falling on the silvery floor of the balcony.


  They cried out as they fell and one got his flame-tube out and loosed a random burst of white fire that angled sharply up and struck John Hanley’s side. The scientist pressed his hand to the scorched spot on his side, and meanwhile his young servants, like himself unaffected by this staggering madness, leaped forward and disarmed the soldiers.


  John Hanley 21st looked down at the fallen men, who were struggling vainly to get to their feet. Each time they raised themselves a little they overbalanced and fell again.


  The scientist said icily to them, “You begin to comprehend that I, who have given you almost all the powers you possess, have powers still of which you know nothing.”


  “What—what have you done?” gasped the captain, ceasing his vain efforts to rise.


  “Something that you could hardly understand even when I tell you, you who are content with the rest of the world to receive all your scientific discoveries from my brain,” said Hanley.


  “In there in the laboratories is a machine that broadcasts sounds, sonic waves inaudible to your ears or any human ears because their wavelengths lie outside the range of human audibility. And those sonic waves violently disturb the semi-circular canals in your inner ears.


  “You do not know, you who think only of killing, that inside the human ear lie three little semi-circular tubes or canals containing liquid, and that by the position of that liquid in the canals the body can tell when it stands erect and when it leans, and so is able to balance itself enough to walk and stand and sit.


  “The sonic waves I am broadcasting disturb the liquid in those canals and so you cannot stand or walk. And these continuous waves of mine are passing around the whole globe, and nowhere on earth now can men, except those with me here, stand, not any more than you can.”


  He uttered a word and one of the servants hurried out with a televisor screen. John Hanley 21st touched its pointers and scene after scene appeared rapidly in the screen.


  Cities appeared in it, great metropolises of bedlam in which the streets were choked with stumbling, cradling people, none of whom could stand erect.


  Mighty rocket ships were seen driving aimlessly through the sky, their officers unable to stand up to their controls.


  The world had suddenly lost man’s first and greatest achievement, the ability to stand erect.


  John Hanley 21st spoke into the instrument, his voice strangely level and emotionless.


  “Peoples of the Northern and Southern Federations, men and women of earth, it is I, John Hanley 21st, who have loosed this staggering terror on you.


  “For long I have given you power and now you would use that power to make war on and destroy each other. I see now that not only must I drag you upward in material progress but that I also must rule you.


  “Therefore I now assume rule over you and I will appoint those who are to execute my commands. My will shall be law from now on, and nations are no more. Leaders of the Federations, do you agree?”


  From the instrument came the gasping, confused answers of dozens of voices, terror-filled. “We hear! We agree!”


  “Then obey my first command, which is to cease immediately all war and preparations for war.”


  “My second edict is that in case of my death he whom I shall designate as my heir, as John Hanley 22nd, shall be obeyed by you all, as I am.”


  He snapped off the instrument and then touched the switch at the rail. From the instrument came a world’s choked cries of relief.


  John Hanley, faced the dazed, unsteady captain and his men, who had risen to their feet.


  “Your ship is fast,” he said. “Go instantly to the nearest city and bring back a newborn male child. Hurry!”


  As the rocket-ship roared away, the scientist’s servants sprang to his side. “You are wounded, sir!” they cried.


  “Never fear, I will live until that ship returns with a child,” John Hanley told them inflexibly. “Help me inside.”


  They assisted him into his own innermost laboratory and there, at his command, they laid him upon one of two tables, placing beside them a squat, bulky apparatus which he ordered brought from a cabinet.


  He lay there silently until the drumming blasts of a rocket-ship came to their ears from outside. A few moments later the Northern captain entered hurriedly, a carefully wrapped burden in his arms.


  “The child, sir. It is a new born one we got from the nearest State Nursery.”


  “Put it on this other table,” John Hanley, 21st, directed.


  Then he raised himself a little. “I name this child John Hanley, 22nd, and my successor. Do you all hear?


  “Very well’. Now all of you go away.”


  “But, sir, we cannot leave you now when—” they cried.


  John Hanley pointed to the door, and they went.


  With feeble hands John Hanley adjusted the two metal caps of the apparatus, one on the infant’s head and one on his own.


  He examined with dulling eyes the connections, saw that all was correct, and then put his hand on the switch.


  He smiled at the infant. Another body, another life, for this undying mind of his. The atomic power—he wouldn’t complete that in this body, but his mind would do it in this child’s body. John Hanley, 22nd, would go on and do it.


  He was going to die but his mind, his experience, his knowledge, would not die but would still live on for the world. Still with the smile of his tired face, John Hanley, 21st, closed the switch.


  John Hanley, 416th—or the Great Jonanli, as he was worshipped by the humans of this year 22,918—sat in his spherical metal observation chamber a thousand miles inside earth’s crust.


  It was a violet-lit globular chamber, two thousand feet in diameter, crammed with scientific instruments that would have been unintelligible to any other man on earth. It lay here at the bottom of a shaft bored down through the soil and rock and magma of the planet.


  In it John Hanley, 416th, had been for many months investigating the interior stresses of the earth. He needed no sleep or food, only the necessary fatigue anti-toxins and nutrition injections which he had devised for himself.


  Bodily, he was extremely small and slight, not much over four feet in height, his limbs smoothly rounded, his face almost effeminate in its prettiness. Only the spark in his pale blue eyes showed the vast force of the mind that dwelt in this slight body.


  John Hanley rose from the bank of cryptic dials and quivering needles, which he had been examining for many hours.


  He stretched a little, and looked at a chronometer on the wall.


  “Eight months,” he muttered. “Better see if all’s going well up there.”


  Passing contempt showed itself on his face. “They’d never know or care if anything did go wrong, the way they leave everything to be done by the Great God Jonanli.”


  He turned toward the screens and dials that connected this subterranean observation chamber with his many other observation chambers on earth’s surface.


  Rapidly as John Hanley touched switches, he was connected visually, auditorily and tactually to those other chambers.


  Some of them gave him views of great, sunlit garden-cities. In these beautiful park-like scenes many throngs of women and men, small of body and graceful and pretty as himself, were wandering, laughing, playing games.


  John Hanley eyed them for but a moment before switching to other stations. These gave views of large factories and workshops, built in uninhabited regions remote from the garden-cities.


  Huge, automatic machines worked in them in an ordered wilderness of complex metal, turning forth all the necessaries of life and transporting them, without need of any directing human hand.


  From other stations colossal electrical mechanisms could be seen controlling the weather, keeping temperature, precipitation and humidity at unvarying constants without any human supervision.


  Still other stations gave him view of underground and undersea mines, all machine-operated. Everywhere were automatic recorders that told him at a glance the progress of the last months.


  Satisfied, John Hanley switched to screens in his laboratories on the surface, all enclosed in a colossal cubical building that was the sacred Temple of Jonanli. There too recorders told him the progress of certain slow processes being tested in his absence. There too all was done by machinery, and none of the graceful humans were visible.


  The last shift of scene brought his vision into an astronomical observatory where a great battery of flat, disk-like electro-cinema telescopes peered unceasingly at the heavens, slowly moving on their mounts. He examined the visual and spectroscopic records of these.


  Suddenly, down there in the sphere a thousand miles under earth’s surface, John Hanley started violently, He quickly shifted a control and ran through a section of the astronomical record again.


  Then he cut off the instrument and stood for a brief time plunged in thought. Quickly the spell broke and he entered a short, torpedo-like projectile attached to the top of the sphere. He closed its doors, atomic power hissed from it, and it flashed up the vertical tunnel toward the surface of earth at great speed.


  At the surface, he emerged directly into the Temple of Jonanli and went at once to the astronomical observatory. He turned certain cumbersome instruments toward the sun.


  Two hours later the view-screens in the garden-cities all over the world rang out a certain signal. It was the sacred call of Jonanli and quickly, hurriedly, the people of earth flocked to the nearest screens.


  They bowed themselves in deep reverence as the face of Jonanli himself appeared in the screen.


  “My people,” John Hanley addressed them from his observatory, “a great peril has come upon us.


  “Our sun, which you, who know nothing of science, no doubt consider unchanging and eternal, is only a star like any other star. And it is about to undergo a change that in time occurs to all stars.


  “Every star gets the energy it radiates by the breakdown of electrons in its own atomic structure. This continues until the atoms of the star have been so stripped of their planetary electrons that they can be packed together in exceedingly smaller space than before.


  “When this condition reaches a certain stage, the instability of the star is so great that it collapses suddenly into a white sun only a fraction as large as the original sun. It becomes what was once called a “white dwarf” and thereafter gives off only a tiny fraction of the heat and light it formerly radiated.


  “I have just discovered that our sun is about to become a ‘white dwarf.’ In a short time this thing is going to happen to our own sun, and thereafter our earth will receive so little heat and light that it will become a frozen planet on which nothing can live.”


  There was stunned silence and then from the view-screens came back to him a tremendous, wailing outcry of terror.


  “Save us, Jonanli! Save us from this death that comes upon us!”


  “I will try to save you,” John Hanley told them impatiently. “But you too must help. You must act like men.


  “Panic will do you no good. There is but one course open for the race, to move to Mercury which is so close to the sun that it, alone of the planets, will be inhabitable and warm after the sun’s collapse.


  “It will first be necessary to prepare Mercury for human habitation, and then to move all of you there. There is small time to do this, but, if all help, it can be done. For the first time, Jonanli asks your help. Will you try to aid in saving yourselves?” The only answers were cries of increased terror. “Have mercy on us, great Jonanli! Do not loose this death upon us!


  “We have been wicked, we have not sufficiently worshipped you! But do not destroy us now.”


  “But I tell you you won’t be destroyed if you’ll work like men to save yourselves!” John Hanley cried.


  “Be, merciful, Jonanli,” was their reply. “All things are in your hands—we pray you to let us live.”


  With an exclamation of anger John Hanley snapped off the instrument.


  “Children!” he exclaimed to himself. “All the things I’ve done for them through the thousands of years, the tasks I’ve lifted from them, it’s all made them weak children, solely dependent on my mind.


  “And I thought that my mind, living forever and towering above theirs in knowledge, would let me make a super-race, where now it’s made one of children who know no longer how to fight and do for themselves.


  “Well, it’s not too late to undo my error. Not if I can manage to save them from this thing—”


  From the great temple of Jonanli, John Hanley reached and single-handedly altered the processes and rhythms of earth’s production.


  The machines in the great workshops began to turn forth other machines, hordes of robots. They were unhuman in shape, but capable of greater variety of tasks than the more specialized mechanisms.


  John Hanley concentrated a great host of these robots on building and equipping a fleet of space ships. When this was done, the robot-manned ships sailed at once for Mercury at his command, to prepare that scorched little planet for coming human occupancy.


  The robots left behind began construction of a still greater fleet of space ships of enormous size. The humans of earth helped in none of this but lay supine in terror, crying out constantly to Jonanli and staring in terror at the sun.


  The sun was changing ominously, its light taking on a bluish tinge and then a violet. Its instability was increasing and the collapse would not long be delayed.


  Meanwhile the robot-manned space-ships had reached Mercury. Across, space John Hanley directed the robots in the tremendous task of preparing the planet. The first essential was to give the little planet a rotatory motion, since it had always turned the same face sunward.


  This was done by pushing at the equator of the little world with immense beams of force, using the sun itself as a base and brace. Gradually Mercury began to spin and its rotatory motion steadily accelerated under the steady push.


  Then came the task of giving the planet an atmosphere and hydrosphere. John Hanley’s robots accomplished this under his orders by conducting chemical transmutation of elements on a colossal scale. Vast quantities, of the rock substance of the planet were converted, atom for atom, into oxygen, nitrogen and hydrogen that were combined into air and water vapor that formed a gaseous envelope for the little planet.


  John Hanley’s plans had seen to it that the molecules of this artificial atmosphere had a velocity far less than the 1500 feet a second velocity of the molecules in earth’s atmosphere. Thus Mercury, which, with its low surface gravity, would otherwise have been unable to hold the rapidly darting particles of an atmosphere, could retain this one.


  The last work of the robots on Mercury was to erect cities for the housing of the people of earth, and to start into growth the plant-life that would assure a constant supply of oxygen to the new atmosphere. Then they returned to earth.


  The aspect of the sun was now terrifying. Great changes could be seen with the naked eye on its surface and the air seemed full of electrical force, the whole solar system breathless. John Hanley ordered the embarkation of the people of earth in the great space fleet that had been prepared to transport them to Mercury.


  Terrified as they were at the prospect, the people entered the ships at Jonanli’s order. As they entered, robots detailed for the purpose administered to them certain drugs designed to prepare them bodily for the lesser gravitation of the new world.


  Then the ships sailed. The robots who manned them had orders to transport their human cargo to Mercury, and then the robots were to destroy themselves. John Hanley was taking no chance of the human race being supplanted on the new world by its own creations.


  On the earth now were left only John Hanley himself and a host of robots who had not been needed to man the ships. John Hanley commanded these to destroy themselves, and calmly they did so. He remained, the only being left on earth.


  His instruments told him that the end was at hand. From the roof of the mighty Temple of Jonanli, John Hanley watched that end. He saw the surface of the sun change and break as though it were boiling. Then the sun seemed suddenly shrinking.


  Its color changed as it shrank, from yellow to pale gold to white. Almost before the eye could comprehend the extent of the change, the yellow, dazzling sun had become a little glowing white disk looking only a few times larger than one of the larger planets.


  The sky above John Hanley darkened almost instantly, and a deep dusk fell upon earth. It was a dusk that would never end until earth itself ended. In that heavy twilight the stars became visible in the firmament, even close to the shrunken little sun.


  A chill came quickly upon the air, and rapidly it grew colder. The flowers down in the deserted garden-cities curled and withered in the quick frost. A few flakes of snow drifted down through the heavy dusk.


  John Hanley sat on, unmoving. He felt content, now. The peoples of earth would take up life on that new world, without him. They would cry out for Jonanli’s help for a time, but soon under the pressure of circumstance they would learn once more to do for themselves, would become again a strong and self-reliant race.


  He had been wrong in living as a single super-mind down through the ages. He saw that now, and now he was undoing that wrong. And he felt content now to bring an end to the life of his mind, to let the one undying intelligence in the world die at last.


  His memory went back through the hundreds of bodies his mind had inhabited, through the changing centuries and milenniums even to that first John Hanley who had conceived the great plan. Strange, how he and his memories were still clearest in his mind.


  The snow was falling heavily, now, and icy frost was covering the world as the cold increased. He did not feel the cold, he supposed because he was too numb. The snow fell, and the frost fell, and the frost crept, and soon even the atmosphere was freezing and falling in great flakes. Only a small white mound on the great roof showed where sat the god of a world.


  CHILD OF THE WINDS


  Weird Tales, May 1936


  BRENT WAS DRAWN by the strong lure of gold to that legended tableland in innermost Turkistan called the Plateau of the Winds. There was an old rumor that lodes of unparalleled richness existed on that unvisited and almost unknown plateau.


  Brent knew the place was supposed to lie more than a hundred miles west of the little village Yurgan, so he went to Yurgan and tried to hire camels and drivers with which to cross the desert. There he learned that it was not going to be easy to reach the plateau.


  One man he found, a young Turki named Dasan An, who had traveled just enough as the servant of other white men to make him contemptuous of his fellow-villagers. He affected white-man’s clothes, spoke execrable English, and talked to Brent as though they were the only two civilized people in the place.


  “Very afraid these ignorant people will not go with us as drivers,” he told Brent confidentially. “They too afraid of the Plateau of the Winds.”


  “What is there there for them to be afraid of?” Brent demanded, and Dasan An smiled in superior fashion.


  “They very ignorant people, sir. They afraid of the winds—they say that the Plateau of the Winds is the winds’ sacred place and that the winds kill all people who try to go there. You see, they think winds are living things, not just air but alive. They say winds not bother men anywhere else but kill any men who go to their sacred plateau, so they not go there.”


  “Offer them more money,” Brent told him irritably. “Tell them I’ll give them double pay.”


  Dasan An held colloquy for a little with his swart-skinned fellows and then turned back to Brent. The cocksure contempt on his face deepened.


  “They not go, sir. They say double money no use to a man after the winds kill him.”


  Brent swore. For a little time he pondered and then he made his resolution and turned back to Dasan An.


  “Very well, we’ll go without them,” he informed him. “We can each ride a camel and lead one, and four camels will carry all the water and supplies we’ll need.”


  “You mean we go just ourselves without anybody else drivers?” asked the Turki, his confidence a little dashed.


  “That’s what I mean,” Brent said, and added, “Why not? You’re not afraid of the winds too, are you?”


  The Turki laughed noisily. “You are pleased make joke. Dasan An is not ignorant villager like these. I have been servant of white men and have been to Tehran.”


  “All right; see to getting the camels,” Brent told him. “We’ll start as soon as the outfit’s ready.”


  That was in two days. In the already brassy glare of the rising sun they rode out of Yurgan with their stalking, sneering camels and pointed due west into the white wastes of salt desert.


  Four days later the great, horizon-stretching wall of the Plateau of the Winds rose dimly in the distance ahead of them. That night they camped under it, a steep wall of brown rock a thousand feet high, extending north and south for many miles. And that night they heard winds blowing up there on the plateau.


  The looked up into the darkness toward the plateau as they heard the distant tumult.


  “Winds blowing very strong up there,” said Dasan An, and Brent nodded.


  “No doubt this plateau is the center of air-currents that meet and form constant winds, and that would explain why your people think it a sacred place where the winds gather.”


  “Listen to them blowing up there!” he added. “I’m glad we’re not up there tonight.”


  For the winds they heard up on the plateau were strong. Their distant bellowing, shouting tumult came down through the night to Brent like a hubbub of great voices calling to each other, good-humored, rollicking shouts of jovially brawling wind-giants.


  They heard winds of all kinds in that moving uproar high on the plateau: winds that trumpeted and others that wailed and others that shrieked, winds so small that their passage was a whisper and winds so great that they roared; as though winds of all kinds had gathered there and were racing, rollicking, rushing together across the plateau. And as Brent and Dasan An listened they heard over the frolicking wind-voices a different sound. It was a high, silvery whistling, shrill and stabbing and joyous. It was almost the whistle of a screaming wind, yet there was a strange qualitative difference. It rose, fell, rose again and fell again, and as it ceased the wild wind-chorus stormed louder.


  They listened until the uproar of winds had receded northward, died out of hearing. Then all was very still.


  “Plenty windy up there, all right,” Brent repeated, breaking the silence. “I hope it’s not that bad tomorrow.”


  “Maybe better to wait until not so much wind before we try to climb plateau?” Dasan An suggested quickly.


  “Nonsense, we’re not going to let a little wind hold us back,” Brent told him. “The sooner we get up onto the plateau, the better.”


  “That quite right, quite right,” the Turki agreed hastily. “We not ignorant people to be afraid of winds.”


  Next morning they found a zigzag path up the plateau’s side less than a mile from their camp, and started the climb. As they dragged the camels up from ledge to ledge, Brent saw that his companion looked constantly up toward the nearing rim.


  It was late afternoon by the time they scaled the last ledge and stood panting on the rim. The Plateau of the Winds lay before them, a brown, barren plain. Miles in toward its center rose two tall pinnacles of rock, but all the rest was level, dusty, bare.


  There were no winds blowing where they stood. The only visible sign of winds was a few thousand feet across the plateau where a group of little winds were moving, visible by the sand-whirls they raised from the plain, whisking and scurrying this way and that.


  “There ought to be water at those rock-pinnacles,” said Brent, gazing against the sun. “We could use it.”


  But Dasan An was staring at the distant sand-whirls. “See—small winds. Let us hope they not come near.”


  Brent turned and stared. “What, those little gusts? Why, they couldn’t harm us.”


  “I hope they not come near,” the Turki repeated, looking toward them.


  “Come on, we’ll try to get to those pinnacles before dark,” Brent told him.


  They started, Dasan An still keeping an eye upon the distant little sand-whirls as he tugged his unwilling lead-camel onward.


  Brent was gazing at the rock-pinnacles ahead and wondering what chance they had of finding the legended lodes, even if they located water, when he heard Dasan An cry out suddenly in fear.


  “The little winds! They come!”


  He turned and saw that in fact the sand-whirls raised by the little winds were now gliding toward them. They looked like little sand-genii as they came on, and it struck him as odd that they should move so in a group. But he frowned when he turned back to his follower.


  “Come along, Dasan,” he said angrily. “Those winds are not big enough to bother us.”


  “They come!—they come!” babbled the Turki, almost incoherent with fear.


  With a muttered curse Brent started back to shake some sense into him, and just then the little winds reached them. His eyes were filled for a moment with the sand they raised and he had to stop, temporarily blinded. As he stood rubbing his eyes he could feel and hear the little winds blowing all around and through them, whisking and darting about for all the world as though examining the party.


  Then suddenly the little winds changed. The little whispering sounds they made became suddenly louder, angry. They pushed men and camels toward the plateau’s rim!


  Brent called through the flying sand of the miniature tempest for Dasan An to hold his camels. It was all they could do to hold the animals as the raging little gusts strove vainly to push them back.


  The miniature wind-storm stopped as suddenly as it had begun. The little winds turned and raced back across the plateau toward the rock-pinnacles, a group of sand-whirls swiftly gliding.


  Dasan An emitted a quavering, broken cry. “They have seen us! They have seen we are on the plateau and have gone to summon the great winds to come and kill us!”


  “Great winds, nonsense!” Brent told him. “It was just a little flurry of gusts and now it’s gone. Do you mean to tell me you’re as superstitious as the villagers?”


  But this appeal to Dasan An’s vanity was in vain, for all his superior skepticism was gone in the panic that now filled him.


  “It is not superstition—the winds are living, though I denied it!” he wailed. “They have seen us and know now we are here and unless we go back we shall die.”


  “Forget that stuff and get the packs fixed on those camels of yours,” Brent ordered authoritatively. “Then we’ll get going again and—”


  He stopped. For he was looking at Dasan An’s face and as he spoke he saw it changing terribly. It became a swart mask of frozen fear, naked and awful. His eyes bulged with terror as he stared west.


  Brent turned and looked, and felt a chill close round his heart. The whole western heavens had grown suddenly dark with clouds of sand lifted by great winds. A rapidly rising moaning filled the air.


  He dropped his camel-ropes and leaped toward a near-by depression in the rocks, yelling to Dasan An.


  “Get into here with me!” he yelled. “We can’t hold the camels—let them go!”


  “The winds!” he heard the Turki cry thinly. “The great winds come!”


  Then as Brent threw himself into that little hollow he heard no more for the terrific roar of the advancing winds. He saw the camels bolt madly, squealing in terror. He saw Dasan An, staring at the oncoming sand-clouds like a man fascinated by the face of death, prostrate himself like a worshipper. Then to Brent it was as though hell had been suddenly dumped upon them, a hell of wind instead of flame. He lost almost all power to distinguish sensations as the great winds thundered down on them.


  He saw Dasan An picked up by the winds and whirled down onto the rock plain. And again the winds lifted and smashed the Turki downward, and again, till his body was mere red pulp.


  He glimpsed the camels grasped by the mighty winds and brushed off the rim of the plateau. Then he felt the winds tearing at his own body and heard in his ears their terrible bellowing. It was a thunder of titanic rage, a wrathfulness beyond anything human, a colossal anger bent on rooting him out and beating him into a pulp.


  Clawed by those awful winds, Brent clung insensately to his little shelter, digging his fingers into the rock. He felt himself being pulled forth, and the mad bellowing was louder. The winds plucked him farther out of his shelter. He heard over their thunder a shrill, stabbing whistling as he was torn completely loose. The winds started to lift him bodily into the air.


  He heard in that second the silver whistling stab swiftly, urgently. The winds dropped him again upon the rock.


  Half-conscious only, Brent raised his head to see that the great winds’ sand-clouds had withdrawn a little from him. Running toward him through the wild winds was a girl. A girl from whom came the silver whistling! A slim, bronzed girl clad in a flying white garment, bronzed legs and arms bare, her dull-gold hair flying backward like flame as she ran.


  She was running toward him through the winds with a swiftness that made her seem a thing of air herself. He saw a face dynamically beautiful, gray-green eyes wide with emotion, fixed on himself. He heard the unearthly whistling stab again from this girl’s lips and thought he heard the thunder of winds lessen still further. Then he heard and saw nothing as unconsciousness claimed him.


  Brent had no immediate memory of what had happened, when he awoke. He knew only that he lay in darkness on something soft and warm. He tried to remember where he was, and rapidly did remember. He remembered the climb onto the plateau, the winds that had battered Dasan An to death, that had seemed about to kill him also when they had suddenly lessened.


  And just as the winds had lessened a girl had appeared, a girl with gray-green eyes who whistled silver-shrilly! Had that girl been real? And where was he now?


  Brent sat up, and discovered he had been lying on some soft skin rugs. He looked about him in the dark.


  Gradually he made out that he was in a rocky chamber or natural cavern of considerable size. Fruits of different kinds and flowers and skins lay about, and a spring gleamed in the corner. At one end of the cavern a round aperture opened on a sky of thick stars.


  Bewildered, he got to his feet and walked out of that opening. Out there in the starlight he saw that the cavern in which he had lain was in a towering pinnacle of weathered rock, and that another pinnacle was close by. But how had he come to these pinnacles?


  Before him in the dim starlight stretched a ghost-like plain, the Plateau of the Winds. Out there not a hundred yards from him moved a slender figure in a brief white garment, running, darting, dancing—the girl he had seen as consciousness left him.


  The girl was yet unaware of him. She was running and darting to and fro with incredible swiftness. And a half-dozen little winds were blowing around her, whisking little sand-whirls to the eye. Dart and twist as she might, the sand-whirls darted more swiftly after her. The sound of the little winds was a gay whistling whisper as they danced. And from the girl’s lips came joyous whistling.


  Suddenly she saw Brent. She stopped dead, looking toward him, then came slowly to him. He saw again in the starlight that dynamic beauty of her face. Her eyes looked into his, intently. They were wide eyes, clean and clear as wind-washed skies, clear beyond anything he had ever seen on earth, and in them flickering a wild pulse of freedom.


  Around both him and the girl now whirled and whisked the little winds, the dancing sand-whirls. Brent felt them tugging at his coat, exploring his garments, ruffling his hair, like mischievous children darting around two adults.


  He stared at the girl, and then his amazement forced him into speech.


  “By heaven, you’re white!” he exclaimed. “Whatever you’re doing here or however you got here, you’re a white girl!”


  The girl listened fascinatedly, on her face an oddly eager remembering expression. When she spoke, her voice had in it the high, silvery quality of that stabbing whistling.


  “Girl?” she repeated, tentatively. Then she pointed a finger at her own breast. “Girl—Lora,” she said.


  “Your name’s Lora?” Brent cried. “Then you must be English. I’m Brent—Dick Brent.”


  “Brent?” she repeated. Her clear brow was wrinkled in thought, her eyes shining with troubled excitement. “English?”


  He caught her arm. He forgot all else in his excitement at finding this white girl on this lonely, unvisited plateau. How had she come here and how long had she stayed here? How had she lived here?


  To Brent’s rapid, excited questions she answered first only with a puzzled frown. Suddenly speech spilled hesitantly, jerkily from her in that sweet, high voice.


  “Almost—I had forgotten—to talk!” she told him. “Until you came I had forgotten—men—people—”


  “Forgotten them?” Brent said. “Then how long have you lived here alone?”


  “Since—since—” Words seemed lacking to her and she held her hand waist-high from the ground. “Since I was so.”


  “You mean you’ve been here since you were a little girl?” Brent said incredulously.


  Her head bobbed. She seemed struggling for long-forgotten words with which to express herself.


  “My father and other men came here long ago, and I was with them. They hunted something. Gold? I do not know now.”


  “But what happened to your father and the others?” Brent wanted to know.


  Her answer was simple, matter of fact. “The winds killed them. The winds have told me that they have killed many men who tried to come here.”


  Brent stared at her, staggered by her words. Yet strangely, too, something in him had expected those words, had sensed a strangeness in this girl that made her words seem ordinary coming from her, even though what she said was impossibly fantastic.


  “The winds told you?” he said. “You talk as though the winds are living things.”


  Lora’s eyes widened in wonder. “But of course they are,” she said, staring at him in surprise.


  Brent’s denial was forceful. “That’s nonsense! Winds are not living—they’re just air!”


  “Of course they are, but they are living air,” Lora told him. “They move in the unliving air just as we living people move on the unliving earth, and like us some of them are great and some small, some strong and some weak. Their life is not our kind of life, but they are living and they know things. Do you think if they were not living they would answer me when I call them like this?”


  Lora pursed her lips suddenly, and silver whistling notes stabbed up into the darkness from her tilted face. Then down from the upper night smote winds, loud, wild, trumpeting their strength. They seemed to circle the girl, blow round her and tug and push her and roar about her. The whisking little winds scattered as these strong gusts smote and whirled. A tumult of noisy winds whirled round the girl where a moment before had been almost a calm. Brent heard Lora laugh into the shouting gusts, heard her whistling stab again, and saw the strong winds whip away and upward as suddenly as they had come.


  “Now do you believe that the winds are living?” she cried with a silvery laugh.


  “Of course I don’t believe it,” Brent told her. “That was just a little wind-flurry such as must be common here all the time. It hardly proves that the winds are anything but winds.”


  Lora stamped her foot angrily. “It is not so! I will call them again and show you—”


  But Brent caught her arm as she raised her face. “No, don’t—I’ll believe they’re living if you want me to. I’m not interested in the winds, but in you. How have you lived up here a dozen years or more on this barren plateau? How was it possible for you to live as a child, if your father and the others were killed?”


  The girl’s anger fled as quickly as it had come, and she took Brent’s hand, led him into the dim cavern. She pointed to the soft skins, the fruits and the dark-gleaming spring in the cavern’s corner.


  “It is simple. I sleep on those, and there is what I eat and drink.”


  “But where can you get fresh fruits here?” Brent asked incredulously.


  “I don’t get them—the winds bring them to me, all I need,” she answered simply.


  Brent stared, and her nostrils quivered again in sudden anger. “You do not believe!”


  “Of course I believe you,” Brent said hastily. “After all, winds do pick up things of all kinds and carry them long distances. But how comes it that you were left living when your father and the others were killed?”


  Before answering, Lora took his hand in her own soft little hand and drew him down to sit by her side on the skins. Her face was intent, in the dim light from the opening, and a little frown was on her forehead. Brent watched her fascinatedly, the only sound the distant, ceaseless murmur of the winds.


  Her voice was slow, still struggling for words. “Not much can I remember now of that time,” she said. “My father and another white man I remember, and dark men that led big animals, on one of which I rode. And I remember the hard climb up onto this plateau. Then the great winds, coming across the plateau in their wrath and smiting all of us. I remember my father and the other men being hurled over the plateau’s edge by the winds. I remember the cries of the falling men and the roaring of the winds.


  “The winds picked me up too, lifted me into the air. But they did not kill me at once, perhaps because I was so small. They played with me! They tossed me through the air from one wind to another! They shouted with laughter, their anger forgotten, as they played with me. Then one wind took me from the others, a wind that was different from the rest. It was strong but was gentler, softer. It took me here to the rock-pinnacles and set me down. I cried for a long while and then slept, and when I woke that different wind was there again.


  “It petted me, caressed me, touched and reassured me, so that I forgot my grief. It left, and after a time it came back with fruits and tanned skins and other things it put down before me. I knew it from all the other winds and I thought of it as the mother-wind, because it cared for me.


  “I talked to the mother-wind and I thought it heard me. I was not afraid any longer, for I knew the winds would not hurt me. The other great winds came and picked me up and would have played with me again, but the mother-wind took me from them and would not let them have me.


  “In time the winds all came to know me and to be accustomed to me. They brought me food and fruits and things they picked up in distant places where men lived. I came to know one wind from another, and to know the great and mighty winds and the smaller, weaker ones, and the little winds that were smallest of all.


  “I listened to the sounds the winds made to one another and to me, and I learned to whistle sounds much like those, to speak to them. And though they could not hear as we hear, I knew somehow that they sensed my whistling, and answered it, and so I became able to talk with them.


  “And winds from over all the earth have talked to me, and I to them. For somehow this plateau is a gathering-spot of all the winds, and from all over earth they come here and go again, coming and going high above the earth where men cannot know of them. Here they mix and meet and play, and here I have talked with winds from all the world.


  “But many of the great winds stay here almost all the time, and among them is the mother-wind. Never since I came here has the mother-wind gone for long. It is the mother-wind that I love best of all the winds, yet all of them I love.”


  Brent had listened, rapt in a fascination beyond reason, but now he was forced to voice his incredulity as Lora stopped.


  “But girl, this is fantastic, impossible! Winds are not living—you have lived so long with only the winds for company that you have come to think them so. How could a wind talk or hear? How could a wind speak to you and understand you?”


  Lora shook her head. “That I do not know, but they do speak and they do hear. They understand my whistling and I understand their sounds. All things I ask they will do for me, or bring to me. Did I not stop them from killing you when they were about to slay you as they did your companion and your animals?”


  Brent stared at her. “You mean that you think that wind-storm stopped because you told the winds to stop?”


  Lora nodded. “Of course. When I saw you I whistled for them to let you go, and they did so, though they were very unwilling, still wrathful with you. They helped me bring you here to the pinnacles, though they did not want to do that either.”


  He shook his head. “I can understand your believing all this,” he said, half to himself. “No doubt there are always winds up on this high plateau, and no doubt it was a freak of currents that saved you when the winds annihilated your father’s party. It’s natural enough you should personify the winds that have been your only companions here, too, and fancy that you could talk to them and they to you. But when it comes to telling me that—”


  Brent broke off suddenly, aware of an abrupt weakness. He swayed a little and Lora darted quickly to her feet.


  “But you are still tired, weak,” she said. “I had forgotten that you must be so.”


  She took some of the tanned skins and made a soft little couch across the cavern from her own.


  “Sleep now,” she said simply, and when Brent lay down, she lay down as simply upon her own skin-couch.


  Weak and sore from the battering of the winds, Brent drifted almost at once into sleep, the distant wind-voices outside in his ears. He woke the next morning to find the cavern gold-bright with sunlight slanting through the opening, and wondered where he was until he heard outside a gay, silvery whistling. He sprang instantly to his feet and went outside, to find Lora standing whistling near by.


  She saw him emerge and cried, “Brent, she has come to me already this morning! The mother-wind!”


  “What?” said Brent incredulously.


  “See, it is she!” Lora exclaimed, her face bright with happiness. “I have been telling her about you—”


  Brent saw that a wind was in fact blowing around the girl, gently ruffling her hair, the sound of it a soft, crooning note.


  Lora whistled briefly, the silver-shrill notes tumbling over one another. The wind paused in its caressing of her and moved toward Brent.


  Brent felt unreasoning panic as that wind touched him. He wanted to run but told himself it was only a wind, only a moving mass of air. He stood there while it touched him softly, as though examining him, investigating him.


  Then its touch changed and was no longer investigatory but caressing. He felt its touch against his cheek like the airiest of airy fingers, warm breath on his hair like that of a loving parent. Its strong, crooning note in his ears was infinitely reassuring, calming. His heart expanded in strange warmth.


  That warm, strong wind circled him and Lora for a few moments longer, then with a final ruffling of the girl’s hair left them. Brent saw it moving westward across the plain, raising the dust a little. He felt strangely content, like a child that has been petted, pacified.


  “She liked you, Brent!” Lora was saying. “I could tell that the mother-wind liked you.”


  Brent told himself that he would have to fall in with the girl’s strange fancy. It would do no harm.


  “I’m glad she did,” he said. And he did feel glad, though he told himself it was wholly an unreasoning gladness.


  “Always the mother-wind stays near the plateau, near me,” Lora confided as they walked across the rock plain. “Many other winds stay here too, but most come and go from the far places. Even little ones like those.”


  She pointed as she spoke toward a chaotic little group of small sand-whirls dancing about not far away. As she pointed, the little wind-whirls changed direction, suddenly glided toward the girl and the man; came, Brent told himself, like children who had suddenly sighted a beloved person.


  The girl laughed, threw out her arms as though welcoming the little winds. They whisked and whirled merrily, gleefully, around girl and man, combating, conflicting, a flurry of quick gusts.


  It was senseless, Brent told himself, to let himself be affected by the girl’s fancies. Yet he found himself against his reason thinking of these little winds as living, playing, even as she did.


  Swiftly as they had come, the little winds whipped away, chasing one another across the plain.


  Lora laughed. “They are but very small winds, those, yet I love them almost the most.”


  Brent asked, “Lora, have you never wanted to leave this plateau? To find other people?”


  She turned the clear gaze of her gray-green eyes on him; “Why should I want people when I have the winds?”


  “But surely you don’t want to live here on this plateau always, even with the winds?”


  She shook her head as though explaining something obvious. “But I couldn’t leave the winds!”


  Her soft, bronzed arms suddenly circled Brent’s neck and she looked up into his face like a pleading, affectionate child.


  “I want to stay here, and now that you have come I want you to stay here with me. You will, Brent?”


  Brent’s arms tightened involuntarily around her and he drew a long breath as he answered.


  “I’ll stay,” he said, “for a little while, at least.”


  Brent stayed. He told himself that it was but for a short time, that in a few days he would cure the girl of her fancies about the winds and that she would leave with him. But he could not change Lora’s ideas regarding the winds. And Brent, against his will, against every conscious thought of his reason, found himself insensibly coming to share her viewpoint.


  He found himself thinking of the winds as living things, and not just moving air. He found himself distinguishing one wind from another, just as he might one person from another. The great, strong winds that boomed solemn and majestic, the smaller, wilder winds that roared in and away, the little winds that whisked and played on the plateau—he could not keep from thinking of them as one might think of living people.


  And there was that strong, gentle wind that Lora called the mother-wind. Every morning when he and Lora emerged from the cavern the mother-wind was there to greet and touch them. And every morning they found there fruits and things that Lora said the winds had brought.


  Brent’s reason told him that it was not impossible in this high place of strange wind-currents for freak currents constantly to bring objects a long distance and drop them. But reason alone could not combat the strange influence that the girl’s belief had upon Brent.


  From early morning until late night there were always winds about Lora, it seemed, even more than elsewhere on that plateau of winds. Whether or not they were living as she believed, the girl truly lived with the winds as companions, Brent saw.


  And soon it seemed to him that no companions could be more wonderful, more swift and beautiful, than these that blew round all the round world, that roared and whistled and sang with life infinitely above the life of all poor things that grubbed on earth.


  They were companions that could be wilder than any else in the world, as when they thundered across the plateau in tremendous wind-charges, Brent and Lora running with them and the girl’s sweet whistling stabbing.


  They could be playful, as when the strong gusts darted and jerked around the laughing two until they ran to the cavern for shelter. But only the mother-wind among them could be tender with that warm tenderness Brent felt each time that wind blew round him.


  To Brent the world he had left came to seem unreal, and he had almost forgotten the quest that had brought him to the plateau. All that was real to him now was Lora and the plateau and the companioning winds. All, until one night sudden awakening came to Brent.


  That night when he and Lora entered the cavern something made him take her suddenly into his arms and kiss her. She resisted for a moment, then suddenly returned his kiss. Brent’s face was set with abrupt resolve when they separated.


  “Lora, we’re going to leave here!” he exclaimed. “I love you and we’re going back together to the world, our world.”


  Lora’s eyes were shining, but troubled. “But the winds?”


  “You’ll leave them for me, now?” Brent pressed her.


  She hesitated. Brent heard the bursting uproar of rollicking winds outside and held his breath. Then she came closer into his arms.


  “Brent, I’ll go with you!” she cried. “Wherever you wish!”


  But a few moments later the trouble came again into her clear face.


  “But the winds,” she repeated. “I am afraid, somehow, that they will not let me go.”


  Brent laughed. He had shaken off the influence of the plateau completely, now.


  “After all, they’re only winds,” he said, and then added to reassure her, “Why should they stop you when you say they love you?”


  She said slowly, “That is why I fear that they will not wish to let me go.”


  Brent busied himself in making skin bottles to hold water and fruit. Two mornings later he and Lora started.


  Before they left the pinnacles the wind she called the mother-wind blew round her for minutes while she whistled.


  Her clear eyes were near to tears as she turned to Brent. “I was telling the mother-wind—good-bye,” she said.


  “Tell her good-bye for me, too,” said Brent, laughing, and seriously Lora whistled quick silvery notes.


  The strong, soft wind touched Brent, blew over him, and at that airy, loving touch he felt suddenly a little ashamed of his flippancy.


  He and Lora started eastward across the plateau. Little winds frisked and played around them, and now and then some of the greater winds came down from the upper air to whirl around them. But not now did Lora whistle greetings to any of them.


  But when they neared the plateau’s rim, the winds changed. Their sounds had now a puzzled, anxious note, it seemed to Brent’s slightly strained nerves. He told himself it was well they were getting away from a place that so easily bred such fancies.


  The winds began to push them back from the rim with increasing force as they neared it. Lora turned a white face to Brent.


  “They do not want me to go farther, Brent,” she said.


  He took her hand in his. “We’re not going to stop just for winds,” he said. “Come on.”


  But the winds now were blowing them back more and more strongly from the plateau’s rim. And more winds seemed gathering, their voices becoming a shouting tumult.


  Though Brent and Lora bent their heads and pushed forward with all their strength, the winds forced them back, not violently but strongly, determinedly. Their tumult grew angrier.


  “Brent, it is as I said, they will not let me go!” cried Lora over the wind-roar. “If we go farther they will kill you for taking me!”


  “It’s just freak winds—there are always strange winds at the edge of a height like this!” he shouted back.


  “We must go back—before they kill you!” she repeated, clinging to him, her face taut with concern.


  Brent slowly assented. “All right, we’ll go back for this time.”


  They started back toward the pinnacles. Slowly the winds’ angry tumult subsided around them.


  Again they whirled playfully around the girl, but Lora did not heed them. And her face still was white when she and he reached the cavern.


  “They would have killed you for trying to take me away, Brent!” she said. “We dare not try again.”


  “We’ll try again,” said Brent, his chin setting hard. “A bunch of winds can’t scare me.”


  But when he saw the girl’s face he added quickly, “We’ll try it when it’s not so windy there by the rim.”


  Her face became thoughtful. “If we went at night when the winds are playing elsewhere on the plateau, they would not see us go.”


  Brent reflected. “It certainly should be less windy there at night,” he said, to himself. Then he added quickly to Lora, “We’ll try it tonight!”


  That night they waited in the cavern after darkness fell, and did not go out, though they heard the winds moving and shouting all around the rock-pinnacles. At last they heard the great wind-tumult move off across the plateau.


  They went out then, and found all still outside. In trumpeting, frolicking tumult the winds were receding northward, the sound of them coming back dimly. Brent and Lora at once started eastward across the plateau.


  They met no wind now as they crossed it. The distant wind-uproar they still heard as they started down the plateau’s side, but when they reached the desert plain below and headed east, it faded.


  Morning found them many miles from the plateau, which had dwindled to a thin brown line on the horizon behind them. All around them stretched the white wastes of the salt desert, flat and dead.


  “No winds bothering us now!” Brent said. “I knew we’d be all right once we got off that wind-swept plateau.”


  Lora looked back. “I fear that they will follow when they miss us,” she said. “And they can follow swiftly!”


  Brent shook his head. “They’re only winds. Now that you’re away from that plateau you’ll come to see that.”


  She said nothing, but he marked that ever and again she turned to look back as they forged east that day.


  That afternoon she uttered a little cry and pointed back to where great clouds of sand moved on the desert, like towering genii of the wastes.


  “They have followed, Brent!” she cried. “They search for us!”


  Brent looked, and felt a strange chill; yet he kept his voice steady. “It’s only some sand-clouds, Lora. We must keep on going.”


  They went on, but now Brent too turned each few minutes to look back at those monstrous clouds of blown sand that moved here and there across the desert behind them.


  The sand-clouds seemed searching all the desert as they advanced, indeed; yet even so they came closer and closer to the hastening pair. There were scores of those towering sand-giants, scores of great winds advancing across the desert.


  Soon they could hear the distant roaring of those mighty winds. And then Lora stopped.


  “Brent, we must hide!” she cried. “It is our only chance—to find some place of hiding until the great winds are gone.”


  “But it’s senseless to hide from winds,” he exclaimed. “They’re not hunting us—it’s only your fancy.”


  “I know they hunt us and that they will kill you if they find us,” she said swiftly. “We must—”


  She stopped suddenly, uttered a little despairing cry and pointed.


  “It is too late! They have found us!”


  She was pointing at a little whirl of lifted sand moving over the desert close beside them, nearing them.


  That little wind stopped, whirled round as though in maddest excitement, then darted back toward the distant huge sand-genii.


  “They have found us!” Lora repeated. “Brent, I want to die too if you are killed!”


  “We’re neither of us going to be killed!” Brent told her. “Come on.”


  They hastened forward, running now. The distant wind-roar behind them became louder, louder, yet they did not look back. Their feet slipped in the sand as they ran. Louder still swelled the yellowing roar, and now the desert about them seemed darkened swiftly.


  Lora fell, and Brent stooped to help her up.


  “It is useless!” she sobbed over the oncoming thunder. “We cannot outrun them. They come, Brent! But if you die I die also!”


  With one arm around the girl, Brent stared westward like a pigmy fascinated by giants about to destroy him. Across the desert toward them thundered a colossal host of winds, mighty sand-clouds from which came an ear-dazing bellowing, wrathful, raging. There were scores of them, and there were many scores of smaller sand-clouds, great winds and small, charging down together on the two tiny humans.


  Lora broke suddenly from Brent’s arm and ran forward toward the charging wind-host, whistling wildly, frantically. The winds picked her up and whirled her aside like a toy, setting her down far to the right, holding her safe there.


  Brent saw and knew one instant’s thankfulness that the girl was safe. Then the raging winds reached him.


  He felt himself whirled high, high, into the air as though by colossal hands. In his ears was a thunderous bellowing of stupendous, elemental anger, and over it he heard Lora’s distant scream.


  He was poised high for an instant, then whirled down with awful force toward the hard desert. He closed his eyes before the annihilating shock.


  There was no shock! Out of the grasp of the thundering winds that held him he was suddenly snatched and whirled aside by another wind—a strong, warm wind that set Brent down beside Lora, then held man and girl as they clung together—a wind that he recognized, the wind that Lora had called the mother-wind!


  Came a terrific roaring from the other winds, a heart-checking outburst of wild wind-fury. They charged thunderously forward, sought to tear Brent and Lora from the grasp of the mother-wind.


  It seemed an inferno of raging gusts, a hell of cyclonic attack, but still that strong, soft wind held firmly man and girl. A wild conflict of combating winds. But soon that conflict subsided. The great winds’ raging died, their thunder lessened. They began to move away, blowing toward the west.


  And as they blew, their strong wind-voices were loud, but not in wrath now. It seemed that they uttered a great chorus of sorrow. A mighty sadness of farewell.


  Still around Brent and Lora moved one wind, strong, soft, warm, touching them as they clung together, caressing them. They felt that light touch as of airy fingers on their cheeks, soft loving stroking of their hair, soft crooning in their ears. Then that wind too was gone and all was still.


  Lora pressed against Brent, her arm around his neck. “It was the mother-wind, Brent! She saved you for me—she saved you from the others and made them let us go!”


  Brent’s dazed mind, with a great effort, caught at the commonplace world of everyday. “It was the craziest and most freakish wind-storm I’ve ever seen,” he said. “Come on, Lora, I think we’ll make it all right now to Yurgan.”


  Brent got with Lora to Yurgan all right, and to the world beyond. And now that he and she are once more part of that world, that time up on the Plateau of the Winds seems to him almost some strange dream. It seems impossible now that even for a moment he should have allowed himself to fancy that the winds could be living things.


  Yet even now Brent is not quite certain in his own mind. For Lora still is very sure that the winds live, and not all his rational explanations can shake what she believes. And Brent himself, remembering some things, must wonder.


  Of one thing he is sure, that wherever he and his wife go there seem more winds than anywhere else. And he does not like that. He does not like to see the winds that seem to gather round her, even though to please him she no more whistles wildly to them, and even though he tells himself that it is only fancy.


  Neither does Brent like to awake at night and find Lora awake beside him, listening to winds rattling the shutters and sighing in the trees and wailing pleadingly outside the windows, as though entreating her to return, luring her with trumpeted promises of the old tameless freedom. For though Brent tells himself that winds are only winds, he is still afraid that some night she will answer that call.


  THE GREAT ILLUSION


  Thrilling Wonder Stories, June 1938


  THEY WERE THE first men who had ever stepped off Earth. Their stubby beryllium-alloy rocket that for days had been flying out into space was man’s first challenge to the infinite. Yet these two men crouching in the windowed nose of the rocket were still at odds.


  Strange, time and place far discord! The window before them framed the unplumbed black vault, hung with the time, remote pinpoints of the stars. Kenneth Pain was staring ahead at a silver speck of light amid the starry hosts, his thin, dark face and tired eyes a weary and dogged mask. Young Ross Ormond was looking at him, his clean, blond face flushed with exasperation.


  “I still say it’s crazy!” Ormond burst out. “You didn’t dare tell me where we were heading before we started. You told me, you told everyone, that this first space flight would be to the moon.”


  “I had to say that,” Kenneth Dam answered tightly. “I needed you and knew you wouldn’t come if you knew our real destination. But I never had any idea of heading for the moon. What good would it do to reach it—a ball of lifeless, airless rock.”


  “We could have tried for one of the planets, then,” Ross Ormond said wrathfully. “Venus or Mars—”


  “Venus is a world without oxygen, uninhabitable, and Mars is a frigid desert,” Dain said flatly. “The planets beyond are mere frozen spheres. And beyond them, nothing but space and the stars—so many light years away they can never be reached.”


  “But why Eros?” Ormond insisted. “In the name of heaven, why head for that planetoid, that little mass of barren rock?”


  He gestured angrily toward the silver speck of light that for days had grown steadily brightened.


  “Because I don’t believe Eros is just barren rock, nor even a real planetoid,” Dain said firmly. “There’s something queer about Eros—a great mystery waiting for us to solve.” He paused for a moment, then said earnestly:


  “Years ago, back in nineteen-thirty-six, astronomers of Harvard Observatory discovered that Eros is unlike any other celestial body in shape. They found, it is shaped like a cylinder, rounded at the ends, twenty-two miles long and seven miles in diameter. That’s stuck in my mind ever since. Think of the strangeness of it—a planetoid with an artificial symmetrical shape, utterly unnatural.”


  Ross Ormond’s jaw dropped. “You can’t for a minute think that Eros is some kind of artificial—”


  “I think nothing,” Dain said quietly, “except that this strangely shaped little planetoid that comes closer Earth than any other body but the moon is the greatest mystery in the Solar System. A mystery that we are going to solve.”


  Young Ormond stared at him, indignation gone, strange wonder and a touch of awe in his eyes. That awe increased in the following hours, as the little rocket silently drifted closer to the silvery blob of the mysterious planetoid.


  For now they could clearly see that Eros was indeed a huge; symmetrical cylinder, its ends smoothly rounded as by a Titan lathe. A shining, cylindrical mystery, forging through space in its orbit about the sun.


  At last, circling around the strange planetoid in a decreasing spiral the little rocket glided toward the curved back of the giant cylinder. The gravitational pull of the enigmatic thing was so feeble that, the rocket alighted with the merest jar, bounced, skidded a little, scraped to a stop. Dain and Ormond stared out at the starlit surface of Eros.


  “It’s metal,” said Dain in a strange voice. “The whole surface is smooth metal.” He was trembling violently with excitement as he whispered: “You understand what that means? This giant, symmetrical metal cylinder—Eros is a ship! A huge space-ship from somewhere that has been drifting around the sun for ages! A derelict, maybe drifted into our Solar System from outside—God, what this may mean to humanity! Creatures that could build a ship like this must have had enormous knowledge! Ross, we’ve got to get inside it!”


  Feverishly, he clawed the two metal space-suits out of their locker. Ormond’s young face bewildered.


  “But we don’t know anything about this thing. We ought to go slow.”


  “Slow?” cried Dain, struggling into his suit. “Down in this great cylinder may lie the past wisdom of a race, superhuman powers for man. And you can talk of going slow!”


  Ross Ormond put on his own suit, screwed down the glass-fronted helmet, touched the valve of his oxygen tank. Dain was already helmeted and snapping in the telephone cord between the two suits.


  “Come on, Ross!”


  Their two bulky figures Jammed the air-lock of the little rocket. The inner door scraped Ormond’s arm as it closed. Then the outer door gaped, air whisked out, and the two men stepped out. A floating stride, and their lead-soled shoes clicked on Eros’ metal surface.


  Ormond’s spirit quailed at the unearthliness of the scene. They stood in black space beneath the cynical, distant stare of the stars. Under them was the polished, unbroken gray metal of the great cylinder’s back. It stretched away from them in a vague, unreal plain, a smooth little world whose horizons were curiously close.


  Suddenly Ormond pointed toward the distant end of the mighty cylinder. A dark, slender thing like a stubby rod projected at an oblique angle from the, rounded end. It was pointing back through the gloom of space.


  “Looks like a finger,” Ormond whispered. “Pointing at the sun.” Dain caught his breath sharply. “Sun power? Is that how the creatures who built this huge ship operated it? We’ve got to look at that!”


  They started back along the vast cylinder in a slow, floating walk, their lead soles clicking on the metal. The dry taste of fear in Ormond’s mouth was new and strange. He had never much feared anything human, but this—


  They had gone less than a mile, when abruptly before them yawned an oblong pit of black shadow, more than two hundred feet long. They peered down into it. About forty feet deep, it had a metal floor and was quite empty—an oblong recess in the back of the Titan cylinder.


  “It may be a way inside!” Dain’s voice mounted in excitement. “It looks like an air-lock of some kind!”


  Dropping to his knees, he crawled along the edge of the recess until his groping, metal-gloved fingers found a series of heavy eyelets imbedded along the edge. But their purpose, like all else here, was incalculable. Without wasting time in speculation, Dain untied the little coil of super-light chain that hung from the belt of his suit, and tied the end to one of the eyelets.


  With a quick word to his companion, he slid down the chain into the recess. Ormond followed, felt his sliding fall checked by the thump of his lead soles on the floor of the oblong well of deep shadow.


  “There ought to be some way inside from here, if this is an air-lock,” muttered Dain. “Controls somewhere, if they still operate after all the time this ship must have been floating, a derelict.”


  He was reaching for the little lamp at his belt when both men froze as though struck by the cold of space.


  With a low, muffled vibration, a broad metal cover was sliding shut over their heads; closed steadily, pulling a black curtain across the stars. Then they were in absolute blackness. The murmur of vibration abruptly ceased.


  “We’re trapped!” Ormond’s voice was a strangled whisper. “Dain, there’s something still in this ship!”


  “No!” Kenneth Dain gripped his metal-clad arm. “I think I know what happened. Somehow we touched off the control of the outer door of this air-lock, made it close. Wait till I get my light going.”


  “Ken, listen!”


  Breathlessly listening, they heard a hissing sound, faint at first, but growing louder each second.


  “Ken, that sounds—like air being released into this lock!”


  “It can’t be. For ages this ship has—”


  Abruptly the hissing sound had stopped. A section of the air-lock’s wall was sliding open. And from the interior of the enormous ship, light poured into the dark lock! Hazy light that showed the blank metal walls of their trap, the weird helmeted forms, stiff with amazement, looking through that opened door into the interior of the giant ship.


  Dain and Ormond saw a dimly lit chamber of large size, metal-walled. Great towering things were in it that could hardly be defined in the hazy light. But Ormond and Dain hardly saw them. Their startled eyes had leaped toward the moving, the living things before them!


  The creatures numbered a half dozen, shudderingly unterrestrial. Each was a soft, bulbous white mass, some eighteen inches across, from which depended eight long, thin, trailing white tendrils. The creatures did not stand nor move upon these tendrils. Each bulbous white mass that was both head and body floated in the air, trailing the tendrils beneath it.


  Dain and Ormond were frozen statues as the weird creatures floated toward them. Now Kenneth Dain numbly saw that in the floating white body of each creature was a ragged, glistening spot that might be an eye. And that two of the floaters held small instruments, like tiny harps, in their tendrils.


  Motionless, two space-suited, helmeted Earth men stared wildly as the white floaters entered the air-lock. One raised a thin tendril and pointed toward the interior of the ship. The meaning was clear.


  “No!” cried Ross Ormond, his voice a high-pitched yell inside his helmet. “No!”


  He whirled and plunged clumsily backward. Swiftly as thought, one of the floaters raised his harplike instrument. A thread of light flicked from it and struck Ormond, then was gone.


  Ormond screamed, a raw and appalling shout, of agony, torn from him by the exquisite pain that for an instant throbbed through every nerve. He stood then, shaking, sick, unable to move. And again the foremost floater pointed into the ship.


  “We’ve got to go!” Ormond sobbed. “God, they can wrench your heart out with pain somehow! They’ve got us.”


  He moved forward drunkenly. And Kenneth Dain’s leaden steps were almost as unsteady as he followed.


  “They’ve been in here, some of them, in all the ages this thing has been circling the sun,” Dain whispered hoarsely. “But that can’t be possible!”


  But it was possible! For here was incredible reality. One of the weird floaters glided ahead, its tendrils grotesquely trailing like a woman’s train. The others followed, harp-weapons raised alertly. In dreadful silence the Earth adventurers stumbled through one hazy, mysterious room after another, at last entering a long, blank-walled corridor.


  Far ahead, a brilliant splash of dazzling white light lay across the corridor. Dain and Ormond paused in stupefaction as they reached it. One side of the corridor was open, without wall or rail, and they looked down as from a giddy catwalk into an immense space that was a colossal room occupying a great part of the giant cylinder. They could not tell how distant were the walls of the vast chamber, their eyes were so blinded by the thing blazing at its center.


  It was a stupendous tetrahedron of pure white light, poised with apex uppermost, hanging weightlessly down above the floor of the vast chamber. All around it, in a circle of which the dazzling tetrahedron was the center, stood a ring of huge glass spheres. Each sphere was filled with curdled white light or force, and from each a thin stream of light jetted inward to feed the central tetrahedron.


  Kenneth Dain peered awedly down at one of the huge glass spheres almost directly beneath. Inspiration flashed over him.


  Ross, these spheres are reservoirs of force!” he cried. “They collect force from the sun and store-it somehow in the spheres to keep the tetrahedron going. But what’s it all for?”


  “It’s a bad dream we’re having,” Ross Ormond muttered thickly.


  The floaters behind motioned them ahead, raised their tiny harps warningly. Hastily Ormond and Dain stumbled on. They passed along the corridor a great distance, then through more chambers. They met only two more of the floating creatures on the way—it seemed the huge ship held but few.


  Who and what where they? Dain wondered stupefiedly. What had they been doing here in this artificial planetoid for ages? Then arrival at their destination cut short his wild thoughts.


  It was a small, round, bare metal room. At its center hung another of the floating creatures, poised motionless, with thin tendrils hanging as though lifeless. The glistening patch of his eye contemplated the two Earth men. The captors spoke to this solitary creature with subtle ripplings and stirrings of their tendrils that Kenneth Dain knew must be speech.


  The solitary floater fixed that blank, unhuman eye upon the two captives, grotesque in their heavy space-suits. Then his tendrils rippled briefly. In answer to the command, one of the creatures floated out of the room, and soon returned with a square, boxlike thing mounted on a slender pedestal. A switch was touched. A yellow spark flashed atop the box and instantly expanded into a glow that filled the round room.


  “What are they doing?” faltered Ormond.


  His words froze on his lips. And Kenneth Dain went rigid. Each was hearing a voice that seemed to speak inside his own brain, in his own language and accent.


  “So the sons of Latma go forth from their world and invade space again!” spoke the inner voice. “We see well now how wise were our ancestors when they set up the great illusion.”


  “Ken!” Ormond’s whisper was husky. “Ken, did you hear inside you? It’s that creature there, talking to us somehow—”


  “Understandable enough,” jerked Dain, though his face was like marble. “That box sets up a zone inside which makes thought transmission possible.”


  “You are right, son of Latma,” said the inner voice in his brain. “Long ago we of Altor used such a device to speak to your forefathers. Aye, long ago, when your world of Latma warred upon our world of Altor, before we conquered you and prisoned your race forever with the great illusion.”


  Kenneth Dain spoke with an effort. He knew that the creature before him could not understand, could not even hear his words. But in speaking them he was thinking them, and the creature should be able to understand his thoughts.


  “We do not understand,” he said with forced steadiness. “We came from Earth, which you call Latma, not expecting to find any life here. We did not believe that any life existed in the Solar System except on Earth.”


  “There is no life in your Solar System except on your own world,” was the unexpected reply. “Our world Altor does not lie inside this system. It is a planet of one of the nearer stars, and every three of your years some of us come from Altor to relieve those who have been operating this station.”


  “Every three years?” gasped Dain. “But that’s impossible! Nothing could reach here from even the nearest star in three years, so distant are all the stars.”


  “That,” came the Altorian’s thought, “is where you are deceived. You and all your race, deceived for ages by the great illusion.”


  “The great illusion?” repeated Dain. “I cannot understand you. What is this illusion?”


  The Altorian’s answer came slowly, ill almost sadly, and at the first thought in it, both men started.


  “Sons of Latma, you must both die. It is not our wish to destroy you, but you have come to the one place in the Solar System that holds our secret, our hidden defense against your race. You must die, lest you carry back to your people the secret that would release them to invade our world again some day. Yet before you are destroyed, it may a little ease your end to learn that which none of your race, for long ages, has known; to look through the veil of cosmic illusion that for ages has hemmed your world.


  “You think that the other stars are unthinkably far from your own Solar System, so distant that they can never be reached. That is the great illusion! For the truth is that the stars are hundreds of times nearer your System than you and your scientists believe. So near are they, indeed, that it would not be hard for you to reach them in craft similar to the one that brought you here.”


  “That can’t be!” exclaimed Kenneth Dain incredulously. “Why, our astronomers have for years measured the stars’ distances, by every delicate method. We know that even the nearest star is countless billions of miles away.”


  “It is the purpose of the great illusion to make you think just that,” the Altorian informed him. “As long as we maintain the illusion, you of Latma will believe the other stars too distant ever to reach, and so you will never try to invade our world again.”


  “So long as you maintain it?” repeated Dain. “Do you mean to claim that you—”


  “Yes, we Altorians created and for ages have maintained the illusion,” replied the thing with cold, passionless finality. “Long ages ago, the people of our world rose to great power and knowledge, greater far than you have now. They built space-ships and ventured first to the planets of your own System, then out to the nearer stars. For there was no illusion existing then. They discovered Altor, revolving about one of those stars, invaded it and tried to conquer us.


  “After tremendous struggle, we forced them back to their own System and world, smashed their proud civilization to bits, and well-nigh destroyed all their race. But we could not wholly destroy them, and we knew that some day they would rise again to power and scientific wisdom and would invade our world once more. To prevent that, we decided to prison them forever in their own system, by setting up an eternal illusion that the stars were too unthinkably distant for them ever to reach.


  “We built this great ship, and all it contains, and towed it here into an orbit about your sun. It draws power from your sun, power which is stored in spherical condensers and fed ceaselessly into the shining tetrahedron. That tetrahedron emits a force that maintains a constant sphere of interference around your Solar System, a shell of energy that refracts and bends all light entering this System from the outer Universe. It so distorts and diminishes the lightbeams from the outer stars that from inside the System those stars appear fearfully remote. Aye, and so cunningly that even to the most delicate instruments of your world the stars still appear remote.


  “We had at first thought of making all the planets in your own System, including this ship-planetoid, also appear inconceivably far. But then you would have seen the inner planets in transit across the sun, and would have realized you were somehow deluded. And we knew that after a few fruitless trips to the lifeless planets of your System, you would give up space-travel, thinking the other stars too far away ever to reach. And you alone of your people have been allowed to learn our secret—before you die.”


  “Dain, they’re going to do it,” Ross Ormond said thickly. “They’re going to kill us.”


  “We do not wish to.” The thought-voice of the Altorian was almost sympathetic. “But you cannot be allowed to endanger the maintenance of the illusion which is our world’s safety.”


  Kenneth Dain’s brain was Staggered by the incredible revelation, this cosmic deception that for ages had been practised. Earth men believing the stars so unthinkably far—


  A wild thought flashed across Dain’s brain—and he instantly suppressed it. Then he laughed jarringly.


  “This place—your whole illusion—are already doomed,” he said grimly. “Before we landed here, we flashed back word to our world that Eros appeared to be of artificial construction and that we were landing to investigate. We may not return, but that message will bring others here. They will keep coming, until they have penetrated your secret. The illusion will be destroyed!”


  The Altorian’s tendrils rippled suddenly in a tremor of excitement. Then they quieted.


  “In that case,” came the creature’s cold thought, “you yourselves shall remove the danger in which you have placed us. You shall return to your craft and send another message saying that this is a poisoned, radioactive mass that kills all life and that you yourselves are dying. That will keep others from coming here, ever.” And the thing added suspiciously: “But do not think that you can escape when you reach your ship or can send any different message. Some of us will go with you into your craft, with this thought-transmission device, so that we can read your message in your mind as you send it. And at the first wrong word you send, or the first move to escape, you will die in awful agony, instead of dying easily.”


  “You can kill us but you can’t make us—” Dain broke off with a scream of pain. One of the Altorians had raised his harplike weapon, and as a shining thread darted toward Dain, he felt heart-freezing agony twist every nerve in his body.


  “Stop—we’ll do it!” he choked. And as the agony ceased, he staggered, eyes distended and face contorted.


  “We go, now,” the Altorian told him.


  The yellow glow from the thought-box was turned off, and one of the creatures lifted the mechanism in his tendrils. Others floated silently forward around Dain and Ormond as they stumbled out of the room. The harp-Weapons of the two guards covered the earth men.


  They passed back through the hazy chambers and the long corridor, again saw the dazzling splash of light from the blazing tetrahedron that maintained the great illusion.


  “Ken, what are you trying to do?” asked Ormond hoarsely. “We have no radio. And it will do us no good just to get back into the rocket. We’ve no chancy to escape these things.”


  “We can’t escape, no,” Dain answered, his face pale and taut. “But before we die we can destroy the work of these devils; if we’re lucky, can destroy the illusion that otherwise will prison men forever inside the Solar-System”


  “But how?” Ormond asked dully. “There’s nothing in the rocket—”


  Kenneth Dain’s voice was low, his eyes gleaming strangely. “We have one chance.”


  Surreptitiously he unsnapped the cord that connected his space-suit to Ormond’s as the weird party reached the portion of the corridor where the wall was cut away to give vision down into that vast chamber of the tetrahedron. Down there pulsed the dazzling brilliance of the unearthly thing that maintained a cosmic deception, the glassy spheres of curdled force that fed it glowing in a huge circle around it.


  And suddenly Kenneth Dain acted! With a terrific effort, in his heavy space-suit, he leaped toward the unrailed edge of the corridor, through the floating Altorians beside him. And with a wild, muffled shout, he plunged over the edge, down into the great chamber, leaping straight down toward one of the huge glassy spheres of force.


  Threads of destroying light shot from the Altorians’ harp-weapons at his falling body—but too late. For Dain’s metal-clad body was already crashing down into the huge sphere. Its glassy substance cracked, then shattered under his crashing impact. And the terrific sunpower stored within it burst out in a destroying flare of blinding, raging force. That wave of released and raving energy cracked and broke the other spheres instantly. Within a heart-beat of Dain’s plunge, the giant cylinder of Eros and everything within it was a flaring, fusing wreck.


  * * * *


  The astronomer on duty in that California observatory stretched his back painfully, straightening from the eyepiece of the great reflector as his relief approached.


  “Anything yet?” the approaching man asked hopefully.


  The astronomer shook his head discouragedly. “Not a sign.” They were supposed to set off a magnesium flare if they landed on the moon, and where is it? It’s days late, too. Dain and Ormond are lost.”


  He walked out of the observatory and stopped where a little knot of his colleagues stood on the steps. They were looking at the crescent of the moon, beginning to decline westward amid the tiny points of the stars.


  “Nothing yet,” he said in answer to their question. “Something happened to them. It must have.”


  He reached in his pocket for his pipe, mechanically looking at the star-sown sky. Then—it happened!


  The distant points of a thousand stars suddenly flashed into burning glory, into a host of magnificent, nearby suns whose brilliance paled the crescent moon.


  Across the whole firmament, the stars for the first time in ages blazed out in their true splendor.


  He could only stare frozenly. He heard wild, hoarse cries from the men about him, distant screams of panic from the cottages farther down the mountain. But he could do nothing but stand rigid, staring wildly up at those hosts of suns revealed to all living men for the first time in the fullness of their true glory.


  He did not know how long he stood there, how long the shouting and running of madly excited men went on around him. He was still staring frozenly at that tremendous sky of flaring suns when a white-faced, babbling colleague came out and clutched his lapels.


  “They’re near!” The man was almost sobbing. “It’s no optical illusion as we first thought—the stars are really near. We’ve checked a few already—some of them present visible disks, must be very close to our System! It was their apparent distance that must have been the illusion—but how?”


  “Near?” the other whispered. “Then some day men can reach them—in rockets like the one Dain and Ormond built. Men, going out, not to the other, lifeless planets, but to the stars!”


  And with strange new thought in his eyes, with strange new hope, he stared up into a Universe from which the veil of a cosmic illusion had been forever tom aside.


  COSMIC QUEST


  Thrilling Wonder Stories, October 1936


  ON THAT NIGHT I left Earth, every soul on the planet was gathered to see me go. A packed, silent crowd of hundreds of thousands, massed beneath the flaring blue lights around my little ship. In the distant darkness rose the black and mighty towers of our city Khlun, the last city on Earth.


  The air was bitter cold, for the great glaciers that now almost covered Earth had crept within a few hundred miles of our city. Yet the freezing crowd around me, the last representatives of humanity alive, did not seem to feel the cold as they watched me with desperate hope.


  Lun Lor, the aged, white-haired Chief Councillor, had that same yearning hope in his old eyes as he stood in the blue glare bidding me farewell.


  “Ran Argal, the last chance to save humanity from extinction is how your hands,” he told me in a voice broken with emotion. “If you can find, somewhere out in the cosmos, a world to which we can migrate, our race may yet survive. But if you cannot, the race of man soon dies. The vast glaciers that have crept from the poles over our planet, as they did long ago, will soon cover all our world. In a year this last city of man will be covered by the ice. It will be thousands of years before the glacier recede again, and we can exist only a few years on an ice-covered world.


  “We must migrate to another world if we are to live. The other worlds of this solar system are all uninhabitable now, but somewhere out in the vast cosmos may be a world with the right conditions for human life. It is a small chance, for only very few stars have planets, and human life requires a planet with exactly right conditions. Yet in this new ship of yours, which with its dimension-shifting power can travel at speeds hitherto undreamed, you can fly far out around the cosmos and perhaps locate a habitable world to which we can all migrate in similar ships.”


  MY throat choked with my own emotion as I told him, “I will do my best, sir. If there’s a habitable world in the cosmos, I’ll find it!”


  “I know that you will, my son,” he said. “During your absence we will start construction of ships similar to yours. And every soul on this planet will be praying for your return.”


  I turned to the door of my torpedolike little craft, and there stood the slim white form of Neela, my beloved.


  Her warm arms went wildly around my neck in a last embrace.


  “Ran Argal, whatever else you do, return to me!” she cried. “Even if you cannot find another world on which we can live, return so that at least we can die together!”


  I pressed her tightly to me. “Nothing in the cosmos can keep me from coming back to you, Neela. And when I do come backbit will be with news of some world on which we can live and love, we and our children and children’s children.”


  Then I stepped into the door of the little ship. Before I closed it, looking out across that sea of yearning, desperate faces, I raised my hand in farewell.


  Once the door was tight shut, I entered the tiny control room at the prow of the little craft. Invisible force, impulses shot back from keel and stern as I pressed a key, and my ship lifted sharply into the black night. Out through the atmosphere of Earth I roared at high speed, and then I was in the vast, star-gemmed void.


  I climbed upward at tremendous speed. Below me receded the ball of Earth, entirely ice-covered except for the last equatorial strip where stood my city. At last I hung in space above and outside the solar system.


  The time had come to start my real journey. A little hesitatingly, I closed the switches of my newly invented dimension shifting apparatus. It began to hum loudly, and everything in the craft glowed with pale light.-


  The mechanism was shifting every atom of matter in the ship into a different and parallel dimension. This made it possible for the ship to attain colossal velocities of many millions of light-speeds relative to our own ordinary three dimensions.


  Anxiously I peered forth. Despite the fact that I was now dimensionally different, the sun and its planets and the thronging stars of our galaxy looked the same, for I had constructed the windows and instruments of the craft so that bodies beyond the solar system would be so.


  I closed the control of the power impulses. The ship shot forward with a speed that no matter had ever attained before. At many millions of times the velocity of light, my craft cometed out through the universe.


  It was not my intention to investigate our own galaxy for a possible world, since already our scientists with their marvelous instruments had combed it and found no habitable planet. No, it was the other distant galaxies of the cosmos, which their instruments could not reach, that I meant to search for a planetary refuge. The solar system dropped behind me like a flash. I was racing headlong out through the swarming suns of our galaxy, and I was traveling at such an awful speed that I was in deadly danger of crashing into a sun or dark star.


  A great cluster of suns loomed ahead of me with appalling rapidity, and I veered my craft sharply aside.


  I grazed past them and then saw before me, too late to swerve, the vast shining curtain of a gaseous nebula. But my ship tore through the mighty cloud of glowing gas without hurt, its matter being too diffused and its temperature too low to harm me.


  I ripped past another star cluster, and then suddenly was outside the galaxy, tearing out into the vast emptiness of inter-galactic space. Far ahead of me glowed faint patches of misty light, other galaxies of suns floating in the void countless light years away.


  NOW I opened up the ship to all it would do. As swift as thought, it seared through the void, heading toward the great spiral star cloud of the Andromeda galaxy. Moving in an alien dimension, I was travelling at speeds that made light seem motionless.


  I was half appalled by my own daring in thus defying the immutable laws of matter. But my heart still throbbed with determination when I remembered my doomed race back in the freezing city of Khlun, when I remembered old Lun Lor’s yearning eyes, and the wild and pleading face of Neela.


  “I will find another world for man, if there is one in the cosmos!” I cried to myself.


  In me, Ran Argal, the unconquerable spirit of man was making a last mad challenge to the grim laws of the universe. I would succeed. I must.


  I kept my thoughts upon Neela and upon my pitiful people as the cruiser fled on at mind-shattering velocity toward the Andromeda galaxy. After awhile, I dropped off into sound sleep.


  When I awoke hours later, the spiral-shaped galaxy ahead was a colossal cloud of flaming suns across the firmament. I was near enough it now to set my automatic astronomical instruments to searching it for a habitable planet.


  These instruments were the wonderful ones our astronomers had perfected. With super-telescopic eyes each one scanned a part of the star field before them. And each mechanical eye, when-it found planetary systems in its field, automatically shifted upon them a higher powered telespectroscope which recorded on a permanent film the size, mean temperature and atmospheric conditions of those worlds.


  Tensely I turned the great battery of telescopic eyes upon the galaxy ahead. Then I watched eagerly as the clicking, sliding, impersonal instruments searched that great mass of suns. As each mechanical eye finished its record, I snatched it up and examined it.


  Disappointment after disappointment! In the first place there were in this galaxy, just as in our own, only a very few stars that had planets at all. Planets can only be born when two wandering suns approach each other so near that tidal action tears away part of their matter to float free and form worlds. And long ago astronomers had mathematically calculated that the chances of such encounters were extremely small, and that planetary systems must be extremely rare.


  And the few suns here that did have planets, offered no hope for man. For just as the astronomers of long ago had guessed, the great majority of the planets I surveyed were made up, not of inert atoms like the matter of Earth, but of unstable atoms such as make up the suns themselves. Such worlds were welters of radioactive and atomic forces, totally impossible for life.


  The recorders of, my instruments had convinced me that nowhere in the Andromeda galaxy was the kind of world I sought. But I did not give up hope. Before me in the cosmos lay a vast number of other galaxies. Surely somewhere among them was a planet that had just the right conditions necessary for the existence of human life.


  So I steered my racing ship on past the Andromeda galaxy and toward the next great spiral swarm of stars. So distant it was that it was two days by my chronometers, even at my vast speed, before I neared it enough to make observations.


  AND it too was a disappointment.


  In it, it is true, were one or two of the super-rare planets of inert matter like Earth. But some were too far from their parent sun, and so were too cold for human life, and some were too near and too fiercely hot. The only one of approximately right temperature had neither atmosphere nor hydrosphere.


  I began to see the enormous odds against finding a world of exactly the right conditions. Yet I had no thought of giving up. As I hurtled deeper and deeper into the galaxies, moving farther around the great curve of the spherical cosmos, in days that grew into weeks, I was nerved on by the thought of the people of Khlun waiting for my word, of Neela and her last anguished cry.


  Mad odyssey of nightmare flight through the starry, cosmos! So far was I now around the curve of the cosmos-sphere that long ago I had lost all sight of my home galaxy. Yet still my searching was vain. In none of the great island universes I passed did I detect such a world as I hunted. Once, when I must have been two-thirds around the cosmos, I discovered a world that seemed just right, and yelled jubilantly in my fancied success. But closer observation showed it was already inhabited by strange life, volatile masses of poisonous living gas that would make life impossible there for my people.


  The weird worlds that I saw in that epic and desperate voyage! Planets of horror, some of them, and others planets of unearthly beauty—yet none of them the world I must find. Hope was leaving me, for I had been weeks in flight. And though I had lost my bearings in the wilderness of galaxies I had come through, I knew that by now I must have almost completely circumnavigated the spherical cosmos and before long would approach my home galaxy. Before long, I must return to my waiting people with the black news that I had failed.


  With that awful despair crushing my soul, I watched as my ship approached still another galactic swarm of stars. Dully, hopelessly, I stared as my clicking, automatic instruments took up their almost futile work of searching its recesses. Leadenly I took the records of their search and examined them.


  Suddenly my heart bounded in my breast, as I examined one record. I dashed to the instruments, trembling, focusing one so that I might verify the thing with my own eyes. Then utter thanksgiving and wild joy flooded my brain, for through the instrument I looked at long last upon the kind of world I sought—a green, warm world with plentiful air and water, well suited for man. I had come almost clear around the cosmos to find that world, but I had found it!


  I headed the ship toward the yellow sun of that world. There were several other planets but I had eyes only for that green world of new hope as I shut off the dimension shifting apparatus and landed my ship on its grassy surface. And when I stepped out of the ship and stood in warm sunlight and balmy air, my heart expanded.


  Around me lay a perfect landscape, a parklike rolling green plain dotted with tall clumps of vegetation. Little streams ran through it and insects buzzed, but there was no other life. It was an empty world, waiting for man.


  And I, Ran Argal, had found it. I had saved the human race, my people, Neela. I had only to speed from here to frozen Earth with the great glad news, and in ships like mine they could all come and settle here, take up life anew, saved from the icy glaciers.


  I ran back toward my ship, eager to carry the news to Earth and my waiting people. Before I reached the ship, I stopped and stared at the distant horizon. There at the skyline rose a green mound that somehow looked too regular in shape to be natural. Wondering if it was a sign that there had once been intelligent life on this world, I went toward it.


  The mound I found to be perfectly square, when I reached it. It was obviously the ruins of an ancient, mighty building, covered now by the soil and grass. Even yet, a few crumbling blocks of black marble projected through the soil. There were characters of some sort graven on one of them, half decipherable, and I bent to examine them.


  AS I read them, unutterable stupefaction seized me. For those characters were the letters of the language used by my own people, back on Earth. And they spelled two words, “of Khlun”.


  Then black horror of the cosmos thundered down on my brain as I understood.


  The weary weeks I had spent in circumnavigating the cosmos—they had been only weeks in that different dimension frame in which I traveled, but had been long ages in the rest of the universe!


  And during those ages, Neela and Lun Lor and all my people of Khlun had died vainly waiting for me, and the glaciers had rolled across Khlun and destroyed it, and then in long time had rolled back again and left the world warm and green. Yes, this world that I had come around the whole cosmos to find, this world whose people had long ago vanished forever—was my own Earth!


  DEVOLUTION


  Amazing Stories, December 1936


  ROSS HAD ORDINARILY the most even of tempers, but four days of canoe travel in the wilds of North Quebec had begun to rasp it. On this, their fourth stop on the bank of the river to camp for the night, he lost control and for a few moments stood and spoke to his two companions in blistering terms.


  His black eyes snapped and his darkly unshaven handsome young face worked as he spoke. The two biologists listened to him without reply at first. Gray’s blond young countenance was indignant but Woodin, the older biologist, just listened impassively with his gray eyes level on Ross’s angry face.


  When Ross stopped for breath, Woodin’s calm voice struck in. “Are you finished?”


  Ross gulped as though about to resume his tirade, then abruptly got hold of himself. “Yes, I’m finished,” he said sullenly.


  “Then listen to me,” said Woodin, like a middle-aged father admonishing a sulky child.


  “You’re working yourself up for nothing. Neither Gray nor I have made one complaint yet. Neither of us has once said that we disbelieve what you told us.”


  “You haven’t said you disbelieve, no!” Ross exclaimed with anger suddenly reflaring. “But don’t you suppose I can tell what you’re thinking?


  “You think I told you a fairy story about the things I saw from my plane, don’t you? You think I dragged you two up here on the wildest wildgoose chase, to look for incredible creatures that could never have existed. You believe that, don’t you?”


  “Oh, damn these mosquitoes!” said Gray, slapping viciously at his neck and staring with unfriendly eyes at the aviator.


  Woodin took command. “We’ll go over this after we’ve made camp. Jim, get out the dufflebags. Ross, will you rustle firewood?”


  They both glared at him and at each other, but grudgingly they obeyed. The tension eased for the time.


  By the time darkness fell on the little riverside clearing, the canoe was drawn up on the bank, their trim little balloonsilk tent had been erected, and a fire crackled in front of it. Gray fed the fire with fat knots of pine while Woodin cooked over it coffee, hot cakes, and the inevitable bacon.


  The firelight wavered feebly up toward the tall trunks of giant hemlocks that walled the little clearing on three sides. It lit up their three khaki-clad, stained figures and the irregular white block of the tent. It gleamed out there on the riffles of the McNorton, chuckling softly as it flowed on toward the Little Whale.


  They ate silently, and as wordlessly cleaned the pans with bunches of grass. Woodin got his pipe going, the other two lit crumpled cigarettes, and then they sprawled for a time by the fire, listening to the chuckling, whispering river sounds, the sighing sough of the higher hemlock branches, the lonesome cheeping of insects.


  Woodin finally knocked his pipe out on his bootheel and sat up.


  “All right,” he said, “now we’ll settle this argument we were having.”


  Ross looked a little shamefaced. “I guess I got too hot about it,” he said subduedly. Then added, “But all the same, you fellows do more than half disbelieve me.”


  Woodin shook his head calmly. “No, we don’t, Ross. When you told us that you’d seen creatures unlike anything ever heard of while flying over this wilderness, Gray and I both believed you.


  “If we hadn’t, do you think two busy biologists would have dropped their work to come up here with you into these unending woods and look for the things you saw?”


  “I know, I know,” said the aviator unsatisfiedly. “You think I saw something queer and you’re taking a chance that it will be worth the trouble of coming up here after.


  “But you don’t believe what I’ve told you about the look of the things. You think that sounds too queer to be true, don’t you?”


  For the first time Woodin hesitated in answering. “After all, Ross,” he said indirectly, “one’s eyes can play tricks when you’re only glimpsing things for a moment from a plane a mile up.”


  “Glimpsing them?” echoed Ross. “I tell you, man, I saw them as clearly as I see you. A mile up, yes, but I had my big binoculars with me and was using them when I saw them.


  “It was near here, too, just east of the fork of the McNorton and the Little Whale. I was streaking south in a hurry for I’d been three weeks up at that government mapping survey on Hudson’s Bay. I wanted to place myself by the river fork, so I brought my plane down a little and used my binoculars. “Then, down there in a clearing by the river, I saw something glisten and saw the things. I tell you, they were incredible, but just the same I saw them clear! I forgot all about the river fork in the moment or two I stared down at them.


  “They were big, glistening things like heaps of shining jelly, so translucent that I could see the ground through them. There were at least a dozen of them and when I saw them they were gliding across that little clearing, a floating, flowing movement.


  “Then they disappeared under the trees. If there’d been a clearing big enough to land in within a hundred miles, I’d have landed and looked for them, but there wasn’t and I had to go on. But I wanted like the devil to find out what they were, and when I took the story to you two, you agreed to come up here by canoe to search for them. But I don’t think now you’ve ever fully believed me.”


  Woodin looked thoughtfully into the fire. “I think you saw something queer, all right, some queer form of life. That’s why I was willing to come up on this search.


  “But things such as you describe, jellylike, translucent, gliding over the ground like that there’s been nothing like that since the first protoplasmic creatures, the beginning of life on earth, glided over our young world ages ago.”


  “If there were such things then, why couldn’t they have left descendants like them?” Ross argued.


  Woodin shook his head. “Because they all vanished ages ago, changed into different and higher forms of life, starting the great upward climb of life that has reached its height in man.


  “Those long dead, single celled protoplasmic creatures were the start, the crude, humble beginnings of our life. They passed away and their descendants were unlike them. We men are their descendants.”


  Ross looked at him, frowning. “But where did they come from in the first place, those first living things?”


  Again Woodin shook his head. “That is one thing we biologists do not know and can hardly speculate upon, the origin of those first protoplasmic forms of life.


  “It’s been suggested that they rose spontaneously from the chemicals of earth, yet this is disproved by the fact that no such things rise spontaneously now from inert matter. Their origin is still a complete mystery. But, however they came into existence on earth, they were the first of life, our distant ancestors.”


  Woodin’s eyes were dreaming, the other two forgotten, as he stared into the fire, seeing visions.


  “What a glorious saga it is, that wonderful climb up from crude protoplasm creatures to a man! A marvelous series of changes that has brought us from that first low form to our present splendor.


  “And it might not have occurred on any other world but earth! For science is now almost sure that the cause of evolutionary mutations is the radiations of the radioactive deposits inside the earth, acting upon the genes of all living matter.”


  He caught a glimpse of Ross’s uncomprehending face, and despite his raptness smiled a little.


  “I can see that means nothing to you. I’ll try to explain. The germcell of every living thing on earth contains in it a certain number of small, rodlike things which are called chromosomes. These chromosomes are made up of strings of tiny particles which we call genes. And each of these genes has a potent and different controlling effect upon the development of the creature that grows from that germcell.


  “Some of these genes control the creature’s color, some control his size, some the shape of his limbs, and so on. Every characteristic of the creature that grows from that germcell will be greatly different from the fellow creatures of its species. He will be, in fact, of an entirely new species. That is the way in which new species come into existence on earth, the method of evolutionary change.


  “Biologists have known this for some time and they have been searching for the cause of these sudden great changes, these mutations, as they are called. They have tried to find out what it is that affects the genes so radically. They have found experimentally that X-rays and chemical rays of various kinds, when turned upon the genes of a germcell, will change them greatly. And the creature that grows from that germcell will thus be a greatly changed creature, a mutant.


  “Because of this, many biologists now believe that the radiation from the radioactive deposits inside earth, acting upon all the genes of every living thing on earth, is what causes the constant change of species, the procession of mutations, that has brought life up the evolutionary road to its present height.


  “That is why I say that on any other world but earth, evolutionary progress might never have happened. For it may be that no other world has similar radioactive deposits within it to cause by gene effect the mutations. On any other world, the first protoplasmic things that began life might have remained forever the same, down through endless generations.


  “How thankful we ought to be that it was not so on earth! That mutation after mutation has followed, life ever changing and progressing into new and higher species, until the first crude protoplasm things have advanced through countless changing forms into the supreme achievement of man!”


  Woodin’s enthusiasm had carried him away as he talked, but now he stopped, laughing a little as he relit his pipe.


  “Sorry that I lectured you like a college freshman, Ross. But that’s my chief subject of thought, my idee fixe, that wonderful upward climb of life through the ages.”


  Ross was staring thoughtfully into the fire. “It does seem wonderful the way you tell it. One species changing into another, going higher all the time”


  Gray stood up by the fire and stretched. “Well, you two can wonder over it, but this crass materialist is going to emulate his remote invertebrate ancestors and return to a prostrate position. In other words, I’m going to bed.”


  He looked at Ross, a doubtful grin on his young blond face, and said, “No hard feelings now, feller?”


  “Forget it.” The aviator grinned back. “The paddling was hard today and you fellows did look mighty skeptical. But you’ll see! Tomorrow we’ll be at the fork of the Little Whale and then I’ll bet we won’t scout an hour before we run across those jelly creatures.”


  “I hope so,” said Woodin yawningly. “Then we’ll see just how good your eyesight is from a mile up, and whether you’ve yanked two respectable scientists up here for nothing.”


  Later as he lay in his blankets in the little tent, listening to Gray and Ross snore and looking sleepily out at the glowing fire embers, Woodin wondered again about that. What had Ross actually seen in that fleeting glimpse from his speeding plane? Something queer, Woodin was sure of that, so sure that he’d come on this hard trip to find it. But what exactly?


  Not protoplasmic things such as he described. That couldn’t be, of course. Or could it? If things like that had existed once, why couldn’t they couldn’t they?


  Woodin didn’t know he’d been sleeping until he was awakened by Gray’s cry. It wasn’t a nice cry, it was the hoarse yell of someone suddenly assaulted by bone freezing terror.


  He opened his eyes at that cry to see the Incredible looming against the stars in the open door of the tent. A dark, amorphous mass humped there in the opening, glistening all over in the starlight, and gliding into the tent. Behind it were others like it.


  Things happened very quickly then. They seemed to Woodin to happen not consecutively but in a succession of swift, clicking scenes like the successive pictures of a motion picture film.


  Gray’s pistol roared red flame at the first viscous monster entering the tent, and the momentary flash showed the looming, glistening bulk of the thing, and Gray’s panic frozen face, and Ross clawing in his blankets for his pistol.


  Then that scene was over and instantly there was another one, Gray and Ross both stiffening suddenly as though petrified, both falling heavily over. Woodin knew they were both dead now, but didn’t know how he knew it. The glistening monsters were coming on into the tent.


  He ripped up the wall of the tent and plunged out into the cold starlight of the clearing. He ran three steps, he didn’t know in what direction, and then he stopped. He didn’t know why he stopped dead, but he did.


  He stood there, his brain desperately urging his limbs to fly, but his limbs would not obey. He couldn’t even turn, could not move a muscle of his body. He stood, his face toward the starlit gleam of the river, stricken by a strange and utter paralysis.


  Woodin heard rustling, gliding movements in the tent behind him. Now from behind, there came into the line of his vision several of the glistening things. They were gathering around him, a dozen of them it seemed, and he now could see them quite clearly.


  They weren’t nightmares, no. They were real as real, poised here around him, humped, amorphous masses of viscous, translucent jelly. Each was about four feet tall and three in diameter, though their shapes kept constantly changing slightly, making dimensions hard to guess.


  At the center of each translucent mass was a dark, disklike blob or nucleus. There was nothing else to the creatures, no limbs or senseorgans. He saw that they could protrude pseudopods, though, for two, who held the bodies of Gray and Ross in such tentacles, were now bringing them out and laying them down beside Woodin.


  Woodin, still quite unable to move a muscle, could see the frozen, twisted faces of the two men, and could see the pistols still gripped in their dead hands. And then as he looked on Ross’s face he remembered.


  The things the aviator had seen from his plane, the jellycreatures the three had come north to search for, they were the monsters around him! But how had they killed Ross and Gray, how were they holding him petrified like this, who were they?


  “We will permit you to move, but you must not try to escape.”


  Woodin’s dazed brain numbed further with wonder. Who had said those words to him? He had heard nothing, yet he had thought he heard.


  “We will let you move but you must not attempt to escape or harm us.”


  He did hear those words in his mind, even though his ears heard no sound. And now his brain heard more.


  “We are speaking to you by transference of thought impulses. Have you sufficient mentality to understand us?”


  Minds? Minds in these things? Woodin was shaken by the thought as he stared at the glistening monsters.


  His thought apparently had reached them. “Of course we have minds,” came the thought answer into his brain. “We are going to let you move now, but do not try to flee.”


  “I won’t try,” Woodin told himself mentally.


  At once the paralysis that held him abruptly lifted. He stood there in the circle of the glistening monsters, his hands and body trembling violently.


  There were ten of them, he saw now. Ten monstrous, humped masses of shining, translucent jelly, gathered around him like cowled and faceless genii come from some haunt of the unknown. One stood closer to him than the others, apparently spokesman and leader.


  Woodin looked slowly around their circle, then down at his two dead companions. In the midst of the unfamiliar terrors that froze his soul, he felt a sudden aching pity as he looked down at them.


  Came another strong thought into Woodin’s mind from the creature closest him. “We did not wish to kill them, we came here simply to capture and communicate with the three of you.


  “But when we sensed that they were trying to kill us, we slew quickly. You, who did not try to kill us but fled, we harmed not.”


  “What—what do you want with us, with me?” Woodin asked. He whispered it through dry lips, as well as thinking it.


  There was no mental answer this time. The things stood unmoving, a silent ring of brooding, unearthly figures. Woodin felt his mind snapping under the strain of silence and he asked the question again, screamed it.


  This time the mental answer came. “I did not answer, because I was probing your mentality to ascertain whether you are of sufficient intelligence to comprehend our ideas.


  “While your mind seems of an exceptionally low order, it seems possible that it can appreciate enough of what we wish to convey to understand us.


  “Before beginning, however, I warn you again that it is quite impossible for you to escape or to harm any of us and that attempts to do so will result disastrously for you. It is apparent you know nothing of mental energy, so I will inform you that your two fellow creatures were killed by the sheer power of our wills, and that your muscles were held unresponsive to your brain’s commands by the same power. By our mental energy we could completely annihilate your body, if we chose.”


  There was a pause, and in that little space of silence, Woodin’s dazed brain clutched desperately for sanity, for steadiness.


  Then came again that mental voice that seemed so like a real voice speaking in his brain.


  “We are children of a galaxy whose name, as nearly as it can be approximated in your tongue, is Arctar. The galaxy of Arctar lies so many million light-years from this galaxy that it is far around the curve of the sphere of the three-dimensional cosmos.


  “We came to dominance in that galaxy long ages ago. For we were creatures who could utilize our mental energy for transport, for physical power, for producing almost any effect we required. Because of this we rapidly conquered and colonized that galaxy, traveling from sun to sun without need of any vehicle.


  “Having brought all the matter of the galaxy Arctar under our control, we looked out upon the realms beyond. There are approximately a thousand million galaxies in the three-dimensional cosmos, and it seemed fitting to us that we should colonize them all so that all the matter in the cosmos should in time be brought under our control.


  “Our first step was to proliferate our numbers so as to multiply our number to that required for the great task of colonization of the cosmos. This was not difficult since, of course, reproduction with us is a matter of mere fission. When the requisite number of us were ready, they were divided into four forces.


  “Then the whole sphere of the three-dimensional cosmos was quartered out among those four forces. Each was to colonize its division of the cosmos and so in their tremendous hosts they set out from Arctar, in four different directions.


  “A part of one of these forces came to this galaxy of yours eons ago and spread out deliberately to colonize all its habitable worlds. All this took great lengths of time, of course, but our lives are of length vastly exceeding yours, and we comprehend that racial achievement is everything and individual achievement is nothing. In the colonization of this galaxy, a force of several million Arctarians came to this particular son and, finding but this one planet of its nine nearer worlds habitable, settled here.


  “Now it has been the rule that the colonists of all these worlds throughout the cosmos have kept in communication with the original home of our race, the galaxy Arctar. In that way, our people, who now hold the whole cosmos, are able to concentrate at one point all their knowledge and power, and from that point go forth commands that shape great projects for the cosmos.


  “But from this world no communications have ever been received since shortly after the force of colonizing Arctarians came here. When this was first noted the matter was deferred, it being thought that within a few more million years reports would surely be made from this world, too. But still no word came, until after more than a thousand million years of this silence the directing council at Arctar ordered an expedition sent to this world to ascertain the reason for such silence on the part of its colonists.


  “We ten form that expedition and we started from one of the worlds of the sun you call Sirius, a short distance from your own sun, where we too are colonists. We were ordered to come with full speed to this world and ascertain why its colonists had made no report. So, wafting ourselves by mental energy through the void, we crossed the span from sun to sun and a few days ago arrived on your world.


  “Imagine our perplexity when we floated down here on your world! Instead of a world peopled in every square mile by Arctarians like ourselves, descended from the original colonists, a world completely under their mental control, we find a planet that is largely a wilderness of weird forms of life!


  “We remained at this spot where we had landed and for some time sent our vision forth and scanned this whole globe mentally. And our perplexity increased, for never had we seen such grotesque and degraded forms of life as presented themselves to us. And not one Arctarian was to be seen on this whole planet.


  “This has sorely perplexed us, for what could have done away with the Arctarians who colonized this world? Our mighty colonists and their descendants surely could never have been overcome and destroyed by the pitifully weak mentalities that now inhabit this globe. Yet where, when, are they?


  “That is why we sought to seize you and your companions. Low as we knew your mentalities must be, it seemed that surely even such as you would know what had become of our colonists who once inhabited this world.”


  The thoughtstream paused a moment, then raced into Woodin’s mind with a clear question.


  “Have you not some knowledge of what became of our colonists? Some clue as to their strange disappearance?”


  The numbed biologist found himself shaking his head slowly. “I never—I never heard before of such creatures as you, such minds. They never existed on earth that we know of, and we now know almost all of the history of earth.”


  “Impossible!” exclaimed the thought of the Arctarian leader. “Surely you must have some knowledge of our mighty people if you know all the history of this planet.”


  From another Arctarian’s mind came a thought, directed at the leader but impinging indirectly on Woodin’s brain.


  “Why not examine the past of the planet through this creature’s brain and see what we can see for ourselves!”


  “An excellent idea!” exclaimed the leader. “His mentality will be easy enough to probe.”


  “What are you going to do?” cried Woodin shrilly, panic edging his voice.


  The answering thoughts were calming, reassuring. “Nothing that will harm you in the least. We are simply going to probe your racial past by unlocking the inherited memories of your brain.


  “In the unused cells of your brain lie impressed inherited racial memories that go back to your remotest ancestors. By our mental power of command we shall make those buried memories temporarily dominant and vivid in your mind.


  “You will experience the same sensations, see the same scenes, that your remote ancestors of millions of years ago saw. And we, here around you, can read your mind as we now do, and so see what you are seeing, looking into the past of this planet.


  “There is no danger. Physically you will remain standing here, but mentally you will leap back across the ages. We shall first push your mind back to a time approximating that when our colonists came to this world, to see what happened to them.”


  No sooner had this thought impinged on Woodin’s mind than the starlit scene around him, the humped masses of the Arctarians, suddenly vanished and his consciousness seemed whirling through gray mist.


  He knew that physically he was not moving, yet mentally he had a sense of terrific velocity of motion. It was as though his mind was whirling across unthinkable gulfs, his brain expanding.


  Then abruptly the gray mists cleared. A strange new scene took hazy form inside Woodin’s mind.


  It was a scene that he sensed, not saw. By other senses than sight did it present itself to his mind, yet it was none the less real and vivid.


  He looked with those strange senses upon a strange earth, a world of gray seas and harsh continents of rock without any speck of life upon them. The skies were heavily clouded and rain fell continually.


  Down upon that world Woodin felt himself dropping, with a host of weird companions. They were each an amorphous, glistening, singlecelled mass, with a dark nucleus at its center. They were Arctarians and Woodin knew that he was an Arctarian, and that he had come with the others a long way through space toward this world.


  They landed in hosts upon the harsh and lifeless planet. They exerted their mentalities and by sheer telekinetic force of mental energy they altered the material world to suit them. They reared great structures and cities, cities that were not of matter but of thought. He realized a vast ordered mass of inquiry, investigation, experiment, and communication, but all beyond his present human mind in motives and achievement. Abruptly all dissolved in gray mists again.


  The mists cleared almost at once and now Woodin looked on another scene. It was later in time, this one. And now Woodin saw that time had worked strange changes upon the hosts of Arctarians, of which he still was one. They had changed from unicellular to multicellular beings. And they were no longer all the same. Some were sessile, fixed in one spot, others mobile. Some betrayed a tendency toward the water, others toward the land. Something had changed the bodily form of the Arctarians as generations passed, branching them out in different lines.


  This strange degeneration of their bodies had been accompanied by a kindred degeneration of their minds. Woodin sensed that. In the thoughtcities the ordered process of search for knowledge and power had become confused, chaotic. And the thoughtcities themselves were vanishing, the Arctarians having no longer sufficient mental energy to maintain them.


  The Arctarians were trying to ascertain what was causing this strange bodily and mental degeneration in them. They thought it was something that was affecting the genes of their bodies, but what it was they could not guess. On no other world had they ever degenerated so!


  That scene passed rapidly into another much later. Woodin now saw the scene, for by then the ancestor, whose mind he looked through, had developed eyes. And he saw that the degeneration had now gone far, the Arctarians’ multicellular bodies more and more stricken by the diseases of complexity and diversification.


  The last of the thoughtcities now were gone. The once mighty Arctarians had become hideous, complex organisms degenerating ever further, some of them creeping and swimming in the waters, others fixed upon the land.


  They still had left some of the great original mentality of their ancestors. These monstrously degenerated creatures of land and sea, living in what Woodin’s mind recognized as the late Paleozoic age, still made frantic and futile attempts to halt the terrible progress of their degradation.


  Woodin’s mind flashed into a scene later still, in the Mesozoic. Now the spreading degeneration had made of the descendants of the colonists a still more horrible group of races. Great webbed and scaled and taloned creatures they were now, reptiles living in land and water.


  Even these incredibly changed creatures possessed a faint remnant of their ancestors’ mental power. They made vain attempts to communicate with Arctarians far on other worlds of distant suns, to apprise them of their plight. But their minds were now too weak.


  There followed a scene in the Cenozoic. The reptiles had become mammals; the downward progress of the Arctarians had gone further. Now only the merest shreds of the original mentality remained in these degraded descendants. And now this pitiful posterity had produced a species even more foolish and lacking in mental power than any before, groundapes that roamed the cold plain in chattering, quarreling packs. The last shreds of Arctarian inheritance, the ancient instincts toward dignity and cleanliness and forbearance, had faded out of these creatures.


  And then a last picture filled Woodin’s brain. It was the world of the present day, the world he had seen through his own eyes. But now he saw and understood it as he never had before, a world in which degeneration had gone to the utmost limit.


  The apes had become even weaker bipedal creatures, who had lost almost every atom of inheritance of the old Arctarian mind. These creatures had lost, too, many of the senses which had been retained even by the apes before them. And these creatures, these humans, were now degenerating with increasing rapidity. Where at first they had killed like their animal forebears only for food, they had learned to kill wantonly. And had learned to kill each other in groups, in tribes, in nations and hemispheres. In the madness of their degeneracy they slaughtered each other until earth ran with their blood.


  They were more cruel even than the apes who had preceded them, cruel with the utter cruelty of the mad. And in their progressive insanity they came to starve in the midst of plenty, to slay each other in their own cities, to cower beneath the lash of superstitious fears as no creatures had before them.


  They were the last terrible descendants, the last degenerated product, of the ancient Arctarian colonists who once had been kings of intellect. Now the other animals were almost gone. These, the last hideous freaks, would soon wind up the terrible story entirely by annihilating each other in their madness.


  Woodin came suddenly to consciousness. He was standing in the starlight in the center of the riverside clearing. And around him still were poised the ten amorphous Arctarians, a silent ring.


  Dazed, reeling from that tremendous and awful vision that had passed through his mind with incredible vividness, he turned slowly from one to the other of the Arctarians. Their thoughts impinged on his brain, strong, somber, shaken by terrible horror and loathing.


  The sick thought of the Arctarian leader beat into Woodin’s mind.


  “So that is what became of our Arctarian colonists who came to this world! They degenerated, changed into lower and lower forms of life, until these pitiful insane things, who now swarm on this world, are their last descendants.


  “This world is a world of deadly horror! A world that somehow damages the genes of our race’s bodies and changes them bodily and mentally, making them degenerate further each generation. Before us we see the awful result.”


  The shaken thought of another Arctarian asked, “But what can we do now?”


  “There is nothing we can do,” uttered their leader solemnly. “This degeneration, this awful change, has gone too far for us ever to reverse it now.


  “Our intelligent brothers became on this poisoned world things of horror, and we cannot now turn back the clock and restore them from the degraded things their descendants are.”


  Woodin found his voice and cried out thinly, shrilly.


  “It isn’t true!” he cried. “It’s all a lie, what I saw! We humans aren’t the product of downward devolution, we’re the product of ages of upward evolution! We must be, I tell you! Why, we wouldn’t want to live, I wouldn’t want to live, if that other tale was true. It can’t be true!”


  The thought of the Arctarian leader, directed at the other amorphous shapes, reached his raving mind. It was tinged with pity, yet strong with a superhuman loathing.


  “Come, my brothers,” the Arctarian was saying to his fellows. “There is nothing we can do here on this soulsickening world.”


  “Let us go, before we too are poisoned and changed. And we will send warning to Arctar that this world is poisoned, a world of degeneration, so that never again may any of our race come here and go down the awful road that those others went down.


  “Come! We return to our own sun.”


  The Arctarian leader’s humped shape flattened, assumed a disklike form, then rose smoothly upward into the air. The others too changed and followed, in a group, and a stupefied Woodin stared up at them, glistening dots lifting rapidly into the starlight.


  He staggered forward a few steps, shaking his fist insanely up at the shining, receding dots.


  “Come back, damn you!” he screamed. “Come back and tell me it’s a lie!


  “It must be a lie—it must”


  There was no sign of the vanished Arctarians now in the starlit sky. The darkness was brooding and intense around Woodin.


  He screamed up again into the night, but only a whispering echo answered. Wild-eyed, staggering, soulsmitten, his gaze fell on the pistol in Ross’s hand. He seized it with a hoarse cry.


  The stillness of the forest was broken suddenly by a sharp crack that reverberated a moment and then died rapidly away. Then all was silent again save for the chuckling whisper of the river hurrying on.


  THE SEEDS FROM OUTSIDE


  Weird Tales, March 1937


  STANDIFER FOUND THE seeds the morning after the meteor fell on the hill above his cottage. On that night he had been sitting in the scented darkness of his little garden when he had glimpsed the vertical flash of light and heard the whiz and crash of that falling visitor from outer space. And all that night he had lain awake, eager for morning and the chance to find and examine the meteor.


  Standifer knew little of meteors, for he was not a scientist. He was a painter whose canvases hung in many impressive halls in great cities, and were appropriately admired and denounced and gabbled about by those who liked such things. Standifer had grown weary of such people and of their cities, and had come to this lonely little cottage in the hills to paint and dream.


  For it was not cities or people that Standifer wished to paint, but the green growing life of Earth that he loved so deeply. There was no growing thing in wood or field that he did not know. The slim white sycamores that whispered together along the streams, and the sturdy little sumacs that were like small, jovial plant-gnomes, and the innocent wild roses that bloomed and swiftly died in their shady cover—he had toiled to transfix and preserve their subtle beauty forever in his oils and colors and cloths.


  The spring had murmured by in a drifting dream as Standifer had lived and worked alone. And now suddenly into the hushed quiet of his green, blossoming world had rudely crashed this visitant from distant realms. It strangely stirred Standifer’s imagination, so that through the night he lay wondering, and gazing up through his casement at the white stars from which the meteor had come.


  It was hardly dawn, and a chill and drenching dew silvered the grass and bent the poplar leaves, when Standifer excitedly climbed the hill in search of the meteor. The thing was not hard to find. It had smashed savagely into the spring-green woods, and had torn a great raw gouge out of the earth as it had crashed and shattered.


  For the meteor had shattered into chunks of jagged, dark metal that lay all about that new, gaping hole. Those ragged lumps were still faintly warm to the touch, and Standifer went from one to another, turning them over and examining them with marveling curiosity. It was when he was about to leave the place, that he glimpsed amid this meteoric debris the little square tan case.


  It lay half imbedded still in one of the jagged metal chunks. The case was no more than two inches square, and was made of some kind of stiff tan fiber that was very tough and apparently impervious to heat. It was quite evident that the case had been inside the heart of the shattered meteor, and that it was the product of intelligence.


  Standifer was vastly excited. He dug the tiny case out of the meteoric fragment, and then tried to tear it open. But neither his fingers nor sharp stones could make any impression on the tough fiber. So he hurried back down to his cottage with the case clutched in his hand, his head suddenly filled with ideas of messages sent from other worlds of stars.


  But at the cottage, he was amazed to find that neither steel knives nor drills nor chisels could make the slightest impression upon this astounding material. It seemed to the eye to be just stiff tan fiber, yet he knew that it was a far different kind of material, as refractory as diamond and as flexibly tough as steel.


  It was several hours before he thought of pouring water upon the enigmatic little container. When he did so, the fiber-like stuff instantly softened. It was evident that the material had been designed to withstand the tremendous heat and shock of alighting on another world, but to soften up and open when it fell upon a moist, warm world.


  Standifer carefully cut open the softened case. Then he stared, puzzled, at its contents, a frown upon his sensitive face. There was nothing inside the case but two withered-looking brown seeds, each of them about an inch long.


  He was disappointed, at first. He had expected writing of some kind, perhaps even a tiny model or machine. But after a while his interest rose again, for it occurred to him that these could be no ordinary seeds which the people of some far planet had tried to sow broadcast upon other worlds.


  So he planted the two seeds in a carefully weeded corner of his flower garden, about ten feet apart. And in the days that followed, he scrupulously watered and watched them, and waited eagerly to see what kind of strange plants might spring from them.


  His interest was so great, indeed, that he forgot all about his unfinished canvases, the work that had brought him to the seclusion of these quiet hills. Yet he did not tell anyone of his strange find, for he felt that if he did, excited scientists would come and take the seeds away to study and dissect, and he did not want that.


  In two weeks he was vastly excited to see the first little shoots of dark green come up through the soil at the places where he had planted the two seeds. They were like stiff little green rods and they did not look very unusual to Standifer. Yet he continued to water them carefully, and to wait tensely for their development.


  The two shoots came up fast, after that. Within a month they had become green pillars almost six feet tall, each of them covered with a tight-wrapped sheath of green sepals. They were a little thicker at the middle than at the top or bottom, and one of them was a little slenderer than the other, and its color a lighter green. Altogether, they looked like no plants ever before seen on Earth.


  Standifer saw that the sheathing sepals were now beginning to unfold, to curl back from the tops of the plants. He waited almost breathlessly for their further development, and every night before he retired he looked last at the plants, and every morning when he awoke they were his first thought.


  Then early one June morning he found that the sepals had curled back enough from the tips to let him see the tops of the true plants inside. And he stood for many minutes there, staring in strange wonder at that which the unfolding of the sepals was beginning to reveal.


  For where they had curled back at the tips, they disclosed what looked strangely like the tops of two human heads. It was as though two people were enclosed in those sheathing sepals, two people the hair of whose heads was becoming visible as masses of fine green threads, more animal than plant in appearance.


  One looked very much like the top of a girl’s head, a mass of fluffy, light-green hair only the upper part of which was visible. The other head was of shorter, coarser and darker green hair, as though it was that of a man.


  Standifer went through that day in a stupefied daze. He was almost tempted to unfold the sepals further by force, so intense was his curiosity, but he restrained himself and waited. And the next few days brought him further confirmation of his astounding suspicion.


  The sepals of both plants had by then unfolded almost completely. And inside one was a green man-plant—and in the other a girl! Their bodies were strangely human in shape, living, breathing bodies of weird, soft, green plant-flesh, with tendril-like arms and tendril limbs too that were still rooted and hidden down in the calyxes. Their heads and faces were very human indeed, with green-pupiled eyes through which they could see.


  Standifer stared and stared at the plant girl, for she was beautiful beyond the artist’s dreams, her slim green body rising proudly straight from the cup of her calyx. Her shining, green-pupiled eyes saw him as he stood by her, and she raised a tendril-like arm and softly touched him. And her tendrils stirred with a soft rustling that was like a voice speaking to him.


  Then Standifer heard a deeper, angry rustling behind him, and turned. It was the man-plant, his big tendril arms reaching furiously to grasp the artist, jealousy and rage in his eyes. Hastily the painter stepped away from him.


  In the days that followed, Standifer was like one living in a dream. For he had fallen in love with the shining slim plant girl, and he spent almost all his waking hours sitting in his garden looking into her eyes, listening to the strange rustling that was her speech.


  It seemed to his artist’s soul that the beauty of no animal-descended Earth woman could match the slender grace of this plant girl. He would stand beside her and wish passionately that he could understand her rustling whisper, as her tendrils softly touched and caressed him.


  The man-plant hated him, he knew, and would try to strike at him. And the man hated the girl too, in time. He would reach raging tendrils out toward her to clutch her, but was too far separated from her ever to reach her.


  Standifer saw that these two strange creatures were still developing, and that their feet would soon come free of their roots. He knew that these were beings of a kind of life utterly unlike anything terrestrial, that they began their life-cycle as seeds and rooted plants, and that they developed then into free and moving plant-people such as were unknown on this world.


  He knew too that on whatever far world was their home, creatures like these must have reached a great degree of civilization and science, to send out broadcast into space the seeds that would sow their race upon other planets. But of their distant origin he thought little, as he waited impatiently for the day when his shining plant-girl would be free of her roots.


  He felt that that day was very near, and he did not like to leave the garden even for a minute, now. But on one morning Standifer had to leave, to go to the village for necessary supplies; since for two days there had been no food in the cottage and he felt himself growing weak with hunger.


  It hurt him to part from the plant girl even for those few hours, and he stood for minutes caressing her fluffy green hair and listening to her happy rustling before he took himself off.


  When he returned, he heard as soon as he entered his garden a sound that chilled the blood in his veins. It was the plant girl’s voice—a mere agonized whisper that spoke dreadful things. He rushed wildly into the garden and stood a moment aghast at what he saw.


  The final development had taken place in his absence. Both creatures had come free of their roots—and the man-plant had in his jealousy and hate broken and torn the shining green body of the girl. She lay, her tendrils stirring feebly, while the other looked down at her in satisfied hate.


  Standifer madly seized a scythe and ran across the garden. In two terrific strokes, he cut down the man-plant into a dead thing oozing dark green blood. Then he dropped the weapon and wildly stooped over his dying plant girl.


  She looked up at him through pain-filled, wide eyes as her life oozed away. A green tendril arm lifted slowly to touch his face, and he heard a last rustling whisper from this creature whom he had loved and who had loved him across the vast gulf of world-differing species. Then he knew that she was dead.


  That was long ago, and the garden by the little cottage is weed-grown now and holds no memory of those two strange creatures from the great outside who grew and lived and died there. Standifer does not dwell there any more, but lives far away in the burning, barren Arizona desert. For never, since then, can he bear the sight of green growing things.


  THE BLOODLESS SPERIL


  Thrilling Wonder Stories, December 1937


  THE WORLD MAP was dotted with blood. In Berlin, Paris, New York, Tokyo, tall buildings lay in wreckage with corpses dotting the debris. On the plains of the Argentine and the Dakotas men and cattle lay swollen in death caused by fungoid spores rained down in bombs from war planes.


  World war! A fight to the death between the white and yellow races of the entire globe.


  In the East the center of strategy was Tokyo. Walled in by men and machines, barricaded by a shell of electronic force so tremendous that it drained the power resources of the Orient like water through a pipe, men moved pins on maps with the result that millions more died.


  In the West the strategic center was Chicago. And there on the evening of April third, 1988, a war council was gathered between the High Command of the white race, and its greatest scientists. The meeting was for the purpose of coordinating science’s contributions.


  Hugh Farrell, President of the United States and of the council, faced the gathering. Overhead could be heard the drone of guarding stratosphere planes. The air quivered with the backlash of the electronic force wall barricading Chicago as Tokyo was barricaded.


  But more than ionization made the atmosphere quiver. The yellow men were ahead in the war game and the whites knew it. The white race faced extinction.


  Farrell put the realization into words.


  “Occidentals, you have heard the situation outlined. We must find new weapons of war, or we die. So we have called you scientists to ask if you have anything to offer. Anything—so it may be turned to military usage!”


  There was silence, then babel as the scientists were swept with war frenzy. A man leaped to his feet.


  “Herr Doktor Bruenig,” Farrell acknowledged.


  “I offer my latest work,” shrilled the man. “Chrome steel with molecules so arranged that no known projectile can penetrate it.”


  Thunderous applause. Bruenig sat down and two other metallurgists only a little less famous rose and gave up secrets representing decades of labor.


  A big, barrel-chested man with a thick red beard and frosty blue eyes got up.


  “Professor Ryder Storm.”


  The big man boomed: “I present to the High Command my recently isolated filterable virus known as Ryder’s Palsy, and its antidote. As you know, an ounce of it dropped in an exploding glass vial can make imbecile, shivering wrecks out of all human beings within two square miles.”


  One after another the scientists of the West rose. Finally a Frenchman got up and said in cold, incisive tones: “I am, as you know, a botanist. I came to give my latest hybrid—a poison flower which sprouts and grows rapidly, and the seeds of which can be dropped behind enemy lines. But I feel that my contribution must be small indeed compared to the probable gift that could be made by the greatest botanist among us—Professor L. H. Hart, who for some strange reason”—the man’s voice dripped acid—“has not chosen to speak.”


  There was a hush. Farrell locked from face to face.


  “Professor L.H. Hart,” he said at last.


  There was no answer. Farrell’s white lips compressed.


  “Not present? What scientist dares not to answer the call of his race?”


  “Professor Hart is present,” came a calm, sweet voice. “But Professor Hart does not care to participate in plans of war.”


  An almost physical shock rocked the house. Every eye turned to the person who was an eminent scientist and at the same time a beautiful woman.


  She got up slowly, tall, Junoesque, striking in her plain white tunic.


  “I came tonight,” she said, “hoping to find others like myself: scientists who would refuse to lend their intellects to mass murder. I find none. All are ripe for war. So I shall stand alone. President Farrell and others of the High Command, I refuse to lend my few achievements to the purpose of destruction.”


  There was pandemonium. Then Ryder Storm of the flaming beard leaped up.


  “One moment all! I believe Professor Hart, in her disappointment at the bloodshed any woman would naturally hate, is speaking words she does not quite mean—”


  The woman’s soft voice cut in impersonally.


  “My thanks to Professor Storm for his championship. But my words were final. I refuse to act in violence. With the permission of President Farrell, I shall leave now.”


  With the grace of a girl, she moved calmly to the nearest exit. Names which no scientist should know were howled after her, but her cool face showed no sign that she heard. The exit door closed behind her and a dozen men leaped to their feet.


  “Stop her!”


  “Jail her as an enemy alien!”


  “Make her cooperate!”


  “We fight for our lives—and she refuses aid!”


  Farrell’s upraised, weary hand forced silence.


  “You don’t force women, even great scientists, to your will. Anyway, you couldn’t force this one! I know Professor Hart. Rack and fire could not break her will.”


  His tired eyes rested on Storm’s blue-blazing ones. He beckoned. Storm, red-bearded and red-tempered, a gorilla of a man with the brain of a genius, came to the platform and the president spoke briefly to him . . .


  In the black night, over a darkened city, a stratosphere midget flung itself westward, with Laura Hart at the controls. After it came Storm’s fast ship. The first sky-louse, as the small fast vehicles were called, showed lights, then sounded the secret code which cleared a sector of the electronic barricade. It flashed through, followed by the second sky-louse, and crossed the Mississippi at eight hundred miles an hour.


  It cleaved the darkness, as its pursuer cleaved it, until the far-flung Rockies showed ghostly in the night. Then it hurtled toward a small flat space on the edge of a precipice.


  It looked like a natural table-space, and the cliff behind it looked unbroken. Actually it was a minute landing field and cunningly concealed in the cliffside was a portal large enough to take the little ship in.


  Laura Hart gauged space beneath her by the Geigen meter which bounced black light down and measured its rebound. She came to a perfect landing and jumped from the ship. Storm was already down. He got to the cliff portal ahead of her.


  The woman faced him, cold, still.


  “Let me pass,” she said quietly.


  Ryder Storm stood aside, but followed after her into the slowly opening cliff door. In a garden as lush as though grown in the tropics instead of in a cave where no sunlight ever penetrated, he caught her arms and made her look at him. A great bush loaded perpetually with blue roses drooped beside them.


  “Laura! You’ve got to listen to reason. What you said in council was unforgivable. You’d have been mobbed if it hadn’t been for your great name.”


  She only looked at him, serene and cool as the northern snows. Storm shook her in his exasperation.


  “You don’t seem to realize what this war means. It is the white race or the yellow! One must die. Perhaps both, with Earth a ruined ball, if the war can’t end soon! And the only way it can be ended is by quick victory. For us, please God!”


  “I will not join in war,” said Laura Hart.


  “You must! The white race needs your brain.”


  “No.”


  “For the sake of the race—of the world—”


  “No!”


  “You would see human beings die by the million when some great discovery of yours might just possibly end the war in a week? You would see Earth reduced to savagery?”


  “Yes.”


  “You mean that?” Ryder said hoarsely.


  “I mean it. I don’t care what happens to humanity.”


  Storm drew a great breath. He released her arms.


  “I can see that my presence here is futile. I had hoped our long companionship would mean something.


  Good-by.”


  He turned. Laura looked after him with unaccustomed color in her cheeks.


  “Ryder—”


  The big man turned quickly back. “Well?”


  “I don’t usually explain my decisions,” Laura said. “But I don’t like to see you go away looking—like that. So I will, to you.”


  “I can guess,” Storm snapped. “You’re a woman before you’re a scientist. You’re a milk-and-water pacifist. You’d rather hide here—until an Oriental squadron blows your mountain down—and play with your silly flowers, than help humanity.”


  The woman shook her head.


  “That’s not the reason. I am unconcerned with humanity, Storm, because I have recently discovered that man is in the twilight. His rule is almost over. He shall die out anyway. And my knowledge of that makes me indifferent to his present fate.”


  “How do you know? Can you read the future?”


  “In this one respect, I can,” said Laura calmly. “I know man is about done, and I know the form of life that shall replace him as Earth’s ruler. Would you like to know, Ryder? The life that shall supplant his is the life you have just ridiculed. My silly flowers might eventually rule the world!”


  Storm stared open-jawed.


  “You’re mad!”


  “Am I? You shall see what no one else has ever been shown. You shall see the peaceful, calm, kindly form of life that is going to take humanity’s place. No more wars, Ryder. No more stupid bloodshed. It will be a better world when humanity has finally destroyed itself. A peaceful, lovely world with no greed or destruction in it.”


  “Mad,” whispered Storm, his big body seeming to shrink.


  But the woman only smiled. “You shall see.”


  She beckoned to a man in mechanic’s clothes. “Roll the two ships in, please. And then instruct the others to see that I am not disturbed for the next hour.”


  She led Storm through the marvelous subterranean garden to a great metal door, which she opened with code and combination key.


  “No other eye but yours has ever seen my secret laboratories, Ryder. No other eye ever shall.”


  “Unless you decide to work with the High Command against the warring yellow men,” said Ryder.


  Laura Hart’s shoulders rippled.


  “Small chance of that! I prefer peaceful flowers to bestial humans.”


  Storm’s first impression in the great room behind the metal door was one of color. Green predominantly, but splashes also of every other color.


  His next was that he seemed to stand in the midst of a green and turbulent sea which surrounded but did not envelop him.


  His third was a realization that he stood under a different kind of light than any he’d ever seen before, and a sense of sublime well-being.


  Then he began to note details.


  The walls of the big chamber were lined with large glass tanks. In each was the flashing color, the rhythmic movements that made him feel that he was in a varicolored ocean.


  He stepped toward the nearest tank, in which was the one color, green.


  He saw an undulating surface halfway up the tank. It moved regularly, up and down, taking about three seconds for each rise and fall. Up, a brighter green; down, darker and duller; up again. Like a heaving little pond.


  In the bluish radiance of the locked laboratory, Ryder felt a tendency to shiver. The tide in the tank had no meaning for him, and thick glass was between him and it. Yet he felt the subtle presence of danger.


  However, Laura didn’t seem to feel that way. He looked at her, and went to the next tank.


  In here was color, purple, flashing on and off and rising up and down as the green stuff had, with a cycle lasting only a few seconds.


  Then he started, for here the nature of the heaving stuff was coarser and he could distinguish its broad flat particles. Those particles were leaves. Plant leaves!


  Up they swelled. A purple blob—a perfect flower—crested each. Then, like a bubble bursting, the flower drooped and withered. Up and down, like tides in the ocean. Like waves. Only the waves were growing and dying plants!


  “In the name of heaven—”


  “Evolution,” said Laura Hart. “Growth and death in the span of three seconds instead of a full summer.”


  “It actually looks like that. But it can’t be!”


  “It is, Ryder. Years ago I learned to speed up life. I did it with plant life by irradiating peat moss beds and the surrounding air with super-violet rays from the lamps overhead, and by constantly forcing into the growing-beds a mixture of nitrogen, oxygen and phosphates which is my own secret formula. That forced the growth faster and faster, culminating in these beds where an entire plant generation lasts a bit less than three seconds.”


  “Three seconds—from seed germination to death and decay?”


  “Exactly. Nearly a million generations in a year. You see the future vistas revealed by that. In a year I can see plant evolution as it will take place in the next few hundred thousand years. I know what plants will be like a half million years from now. And there is one plant—”


  Laura Hart’s voice was dreamy. Prophecy was mysterious in her blue eyes.


  “There is one plant which has evolved most powerfully and successfully under my forced feeding. The plant that shall rule the world! At the period in its evolution in which it is most perfect, I stopped the forcing process so that now specimens grow naturally as they will in the far future. Come, you shall see them.”


  She led Storm through the laboratory, to a second door. He looked from side to side. Here was a tank in which a flower new to botany produced a reddish bloom as large as a pumpkin every three seconds. There was a thing like a barrel which opened a veined lid like a trap yawning, closed it as flashing death struck it, sagged to the peat moss bed, then grew green and tall again. There were perennials too: plants taking longer than a season to grow. These mushroomed in three-second spurts until they were tall trees, dropped fantastic blooms, then died again.


  “Plants as rulers of Earth,” Laura Hart said softly, as she unlocked the inner door. “Flowers as overlords. There will be peace when human beings are gone. Plants have no greed for power, no instinct for murder. They do not kill as men do.”


  Storm was awed by this woman who had gone as far in botany as he had in bacteriology. But he couldn’t let that pass.


  “A world of cabbages!” he snorted. “Peace? It will be the peace of a turnip ! I’d rather be ruled by bloody despots than by milkweeds!”


  He stared curiously at her.


  “You know,” he said in a different tone, “I’m wondering if this sweet future world of yours will be as serene as you think! It may be that some law of survival of the fittest will hold true even then. There are warlike plants, you know. And all will fight for the root-spread that means their existence.”


  Laura smiled. The smile made JLJ Ryder’s hands clench. It was so unmoved and impersonal. If he could only reach this woman—hurt her—do anything so she would become a human being instead of a pacifistic thinking machine!


  “I have worked with plants all my life, Ryder. I know them. Animals, including man, are vile and murderous. Plants are clean and placid. But you shall see.”


  Storm followed her into the inner laboratory, twice hidden by great metal doors from intrusion.


  This second laboratory was about thirty feet high and as large as a football field. Its light was different. Looking up, Storm saw that only half the bank of lights were on. There were no tanks in here, save a small one nearby which was empty; a temporary forcing bed of some sort no longer used but not yet taken from the big room. The plant life of the place grew from peat moss on the floor, open and unrestricted.


  And what plant life!


  Each plant was twelve to fifteen feet tall and as large around as a man’s thigh. Its upper half was a naked stalk crowned with a blazing orange bloom as big as a hogshead.


  A forest of the things stretched from door to far wall of the secret laboratory. And though there was no breeze in here, they swayed a little as though imbued with animate life.


  “The common day-lily,” said Laura Hart. “At least it was the common day-lily a million generations ago. Now it is as you see it—the probable future ruler of Earth.”


  “The sweet flower king, eh?” growled Ryder. “But I don’t believe it. What are these things, after all, but overgrown yellow flowers? Any beast that browses can cut them down. There may be evolving insects to kill them. Or man—the scientist of the future—can find ways to annihilate their whole species.”


  “Insects?” smiled Laura Hart. “These plants have developed sap that is poisonous, searing. Man? If humanity doesn’t decimate itself in war, it will refuse to work together—as always in history—until too late. Beasts? They can’t harm them unless they develop higher reasoning powers than these flowers possess.”


  Storm stared at her.


  “You mean to say—these vegetables can reason?”


  “Yes. They can. They possess intelligence, Ryder. I don’t profess to know what kind, or what sort of nervous system produces it. But they have it. And experiments prove that they are occasionally mobile; they can move from place to place as animal things can. That means they could move from dry spots to moist ones, from barren ground to fertile.”


  She stopped and frowned.


  “That’s odd,” she said, looking down between rows of enormous, weaving flower stalks. “There was a bed of giant peonies in here. I don’t see them now.”


  “They may have evolved right out of the picture,” Storm grunted.


  Laura took the sentence seriously. “No. I stopped the rapid growth-span of these plants at this perfect stage. The proper chemicals are in their peat moss bed, but they must have the violet light for rapid evolution.”


  She pointed upward.


  “As you see, the violet ray tubes are not on. Only ordinary sunlight tubes. So the peonies could not have completed their evolutionary span while I was away—”


  Again she stopped. Her eyes widened.


  “Ryder—something is wrong in here! I can feel it—”


  “Yes, I think something is!” Storm exclaimed. “And I think I can tell you where your peonies are! Look!”


  He pointed to a great plant. The big yellow bloom was closed. But from the tight-closed rim a wilted green length trailed. It was like a vine tendril trailing from the mouth of a tightly closed sack. Or like the tail of a small serpent protruding from the swallowing jaws of a larger, cannibalistic one!


  “Your sweet flowers,” Storm said grimly, “your beautiful plants which will some day make this a better world—seem not to be so peaceful after all. There goes the last of your peonies. The lilies have devoured them!” Laura’s hand was at her throat. Her face was like death, as she saw the limp roots of the lesser plant slowly and grimly drawn into the beautiful bloom of the larger.


  To her this was supreme tragedy. For half her life she had built her ideas on the thought that some day the world would be governed by things of peace—plant-things among which there would be none of the wars and destruction practiced by humans. She had dreamed of a brighter, better day; and, dreaming, she hadn’t cared in the least what happened to humankind including herself.


  And now—-one species of her superplant had warred on another! Had warred and won, and devoured the losers!


  Storm, guessing her tragic thoughts, took her hand in his.


  “Don’t feel like that,” he said gently. “You’re a great scientist, but you’ve made the mistake so many pacifists make. That is, to ignore the rule that life is a battle. Nothing lives that doesn’t have to fight something else for its life. In your future, which turns out to be not so sublime after all, the lilies are crowded by the peonies, so they war on them and the war can only end in the extinction of one or the other. In the present, the yellow race feels crowded by the white, so there is a war that can end only in—”


  He stopped. His hand tightened over hers.


  “What is it?” Laura asked apathetically.


  “The door. Look toward the door.” Laura turned. Slowly the desperate disillusion in her eyes was replaced by an emotion that had nothing to do with intellect: the emotion of stark fear.


  Between them and the door, where there had been a wide, clear aisle, there was now a weaving triple row of gigantic day-lilies!


  “Ryder! What does it mean?” Storm had his arm defensively around her shoulders.


  “The things have surrounded us—to give us the same fate as the peonies! It means they’re so warlike that they’ll attack anything moving and living within their range!”


  “But it can’t be! I’ve been in here many times before, alone, and they haven’t acted like this.”


  “Probably because they were weakened and dull from too rapid growth. You have now slowed their growth to normal, and they have gathered normal strength—and mobility!”


  He stared at the nearest lily, nerves crawling in his body.


  The roots of the thing were slowly withdrawing from the peat moss. Like bloodless worms creeping, they came out of the bed; and when they were bared, the plant they supported moved teeteringly toward them.


  Near the door the lily stalks all stood on exposed roots. They joined in the slow march toward Laura and Storm.


  Intelligence? Yes, they did have some sort of intelligence. Must have it! Only reason could have made them move between the man and woman and their one way of exit.


  “They’re coming closer—” whispered Laura, primeval fear in her eyes. “What can we do?”


  “Have you an ax?” asked Storm, keeping his voice calm.


  “Not in here. There are some in the general living quarters, but there are two locked metal doors between us and them. We can’t get out because of the lilies. Help can’t come to us because of the locks—”


  All the great flowers had their roots exposed now. And all were advancing, rank on rank, closing in on the two.


  “I’ll try to get to the door,” said Storm, with his forced calm. “These things can’t be ablte to move fast.”


  He walked toward the front rank of the plant-things that had got between them and the exit. He leaped forward, big arms driving to tear a way between the stalks.


  Like a flash the nearest stalks whipped down. Green tentacles coiled around his arms and body.


  “Ryder!” screamed the woman.


  But Storm was only too desperately aware of what had just happened. With their swift moves, the plants had dropped the big flowers from their stalks. Like giant toads, the blooms hit the moss-covered cave floor with a dreadful soft plopping sound. But they did not lie there.


  With the instant of their landing, they began to move on weaving fringes toward the big red-bearded man.


  “Ryder—”


  One of the separated blooms enveloped him to the hips. Its curling, lovely cup sucked tight. From sections of its vast rim came slow trickles of some sort of digestive acid.


  Sweat beaded Storm’s forehead. The muscles of his arms and barrel chest writhed as he fought to tear free. Death stared at him. Then, with a cracking of shoulder tendons, be wrenched his arms from the green coils. He fell back over the blossom that had clamped his legs together, and rolled away.


  Laura ran to him. With raking nails she clawed at the ferocious flower cup. Its walls were thin but tough, like orange-enamelled patent-leather. They defied her hands. But some of the rim reached hungrily for her, and with that slight lessening of the deadly grip, Storm tore free.


  His eyes thanked her for the help—probably the first destructive move she had ever made. But he only said jerkily:


  “That tank! Run, before they cut us off from that too!”


  Behind them was the glass experimental tank, noted before by Storm. Empty, unused, it offered a forlorn haven.


  A whipping stalk looped down before them as they ran for the tank. The flower dropped from it, to plop on the moss and start inching toward them. Storm seized the thick stalk and wrenched at it. He did not succeed in tearing it in two, but the whole plant shivered and jerked back, leaving the way clear for a few seconds.


  The tank had a glass top as well as glass sides. The top was hinged, a glass lid. Storm lifted it up.


  “In, Laura!”


  The woman climbed in. Storm slithered after her. The lid banged down.


  The two stared at each other with eyes in which horror was only a little lessened. The tank was a haven for the moment. It would probably be their coffin in a little while!


  Moving with amazing quickness on their wormlike roots, the giant stalks had surrounded the tank. On all sides, the big orange blooms crawled toward the glass, separated from their stems. They piled up around the case, sucking at it with acid-dripping rims, trying to reach the two. And then they proved again that they were able somehow to see and reason.


  These two creatures had entered the glass case through an uplifted lid—promptly the tough stalks felt along the top to lift the lid, too, and get in to them!


  The blunt, flowerless end of one of them found the overhang of the lid. It moved up, with the lid opening as it moved.


  “We’ll fix that,” Storm said thickly.


  He motioned Laura to the side of the case on which was the lid hinge. He leaned powerfully against the glass wall, and she added her weight to his. The glass tilted, fell on its side. The green coil which had entered was wrenched out by the movement of the case. Again—and the glass tank lay on its top, sealing the lid shut with its own weight.


  “They can’t get in now.”


  No, they could not get in. But neither could the two victims get out!


  Storm exclaimed suddenly. His clothes from the waist down were beginning to smoke. The skin of his legs felt as though bathed in liquid flame.


  The digestive acid dripped by the first flower cup was eating in.


  He tore the garments from him, then ripped off the tunic of his shirt and wiped the deadly stuff from his legs. He straightened, big torso bared from the waist up, and his breath hissed between his teeth.


  Flower cups were clustered against the glass tank like bees on honey. From each dripped the viscous stuff they secreted for absorption of victims. And under the slow drip of that stuff the unbreakable glass was turning milky—and was pitting!


  “They can actually disintegrate glass!” Storm exclaimed. “See those pits! They’ll be through in an hour or less!”


  Laura Hart nodded in a dazed sort of way. Her eyes were filled with despair.


  “We’re going to die in this tank. We’re going to be killed and eaten—by the creations I thought so peaceable and superior to humanity.”


  She began to shudder, almost rhythmically. Storm held her close. “We’re not dead yet.”


  Then he thrust her from him. He cursed deep in his throat, at himself, curses that sounded like prayers. “What an idiot! There is a way—”


  He caught Laura’s shoulder. “Where is the switch controlling the overhead ultra-violet-tubes?”


  “The violet-tubes?” repeated Laura. “Yes. Listen—You said you had slowed the evolution of these damnable things by shutting off the violet rays overhead.”


  Laura nodded, eyes mystified.


  “All right. Suppose we could switch them on again. The rapid growth-span of the plants in here would be resumed, wouldn’t it? They’d pick up their quick progress in evolution wouldn’t they, with each plant dying and being replaced by a new plant every three seconds?”


  “Yes. But—”


  “In human beings,” Storm said swiftly, “there is such a thing as race memory. Recollection of an event is handed from one generation to the next. But eventually that recollection gets lost in the mists of time. Now, these things are attacking us, eager to devour us. But if their growth-span were quickened, the attackers would die in a few seconds, the next generation would not be so keenly aware that we are a trapped enemy to be overpowered—and as each generation succeeded the last and the race memory died out, that awareness should fade. Don’t you see?”


  Hope flamed in the woman’s eyes. “You mean they might forget what they are fighting for?”


  “Exactly. Just as in a thousand years of war men might finally forget who had started a fight against whom, and why. Besides, the rapid evolutionary process can’t help but weaken the plants. Laura, where’s that switch?”


  Hope dulled again in her sea-blue eyes.


  “It’s over on that panel.” She pointed toward the wall of the subterranean laboratory forty feet away. “We can’t possibly reach it. There are dozens of the things between this tank and it.”


  “But we can reach it! We can get to it simply by rolling this tank over and over toward it. We rolled it over on its top to clamp the lid shut, didn’t we? Then why couldn’t we roll it some more—to reach a definite goal?”


  “Ryder—” Laura’s fingers bit into his arm. “I really think we could. But if we can do that, why not simply roll to the door and escape?”


  “Because the door happens to open inward,” Storm said. “We’d have to stop so far from it, to let the opening door clear the tank, that these hellish plants would have room to get in between and block us again. This side, Laura. Add your weight to mine.” They surged against the glass wall facing toward the distant control panel. The glass tank tottered on its edge and fell on that side, pinning down some of the coiling green stalks, and pressing flat the separate blossoms there.


  “Watch the lid!”


  The maneuver was repeated, and they were ten feet nearer their goal. Two great plant stems looped viciously upward with the now exposed glass lid of the tank.


  “Again!”


  The tank rolled on its side, carrying the reaching plants before it. “We’re going to make it,” panted Laura.


  No one who had ever seen her as the cool, impersonal, detached scientist, or the passionless, inflexible pacifist, would have recognized her now. Her tunic was rent. Her eyes flamed with the primitive urge to preserve life by any means against the attack of aliens.


  “Yes, we’ll beat the things yet!” grunted Storm, straining for the next roll of the tank.


  They got to the panel. And they landed next to it with the lid underneath instead of on that side!


  “Ryder—We can’t reach the switch after all—”


  “Yes,” Storm ground out, “we can! But heaven help us if the race-memory of these things can persist through the generations so that they keep on attacking us. Because the only way to reach that switch is through a loophole that will let the things get in!”


  He stooped and caught up the ripped strips of his shirt tunic, which were blackened and rotten with the acid he had wiped from his legs. He wound them unheedingly around his big right fist and turned to the glass tank-wall next to the control panel.


  The glass was deeply pitted. Opaque from the dripped acid of the deadly flowers. He drew back his arm and crashed his fist against the section most deeply pitted.


  A sledge-hammer couldn’t have cracked that glass had it been untouched. But the viscous stuff from the blooms had done fantastic damage to the molecules of the glass. With Storm’s first blow, it buckled out a little. With his next, delivered with all the power of his big body, his fist went through.


  Like furious serpents the green coils of the plants’ stems writhed to fasten around the arm Storm shoved through the hole. But his hand got to the switchboard. He shoved home the switch controlling the overhead violet ray tubes, and saw with the move a slight change in the tint of light streaming down from overhead.


  Literally holding their breaths, the two stared out through portions of the glass wall that had not yet been etched to opacity by the acid.


  And they saw the miracle of the outer laboratory repeated.


  Here, as there, the plant-growth of a season was compressed into a few seconds. On all sides of them the giant day-lilies drooped, fell to the ground, decomposed there as another crop swelled to maturity and in turn died and decomposed.


  But each upspringing generation of plants reached savagely for the glass tank! With each flashing maturity, long stems crowded to get into the hole Storm’s fist had battered, and deadly blossoms sucked at the glass walls and dripped their corrosive acid.


  “We’re beaten,” Storm said.


  The two crouched in the tank, away from the tentacles ever writhing through the hole. But then a shout came from the man’s bearded lips that almost burst their eardrums in the confined space.


  “We’re not beaten! Look!”


  Outside, the surging plant-things were no longer striving so hard to penetrate the glass tank. With each quick upthrust the swelling green plants moved more indecisively, and their roots went down more solidly into the peat moss. Meanwhile, the blooms had almost ceased to move toward the thin walls protecting the man and girl.


  “Whatever method they have of passing history down to their descendants is failing!” cried Laura. “A hundred generations have passed. Now the new generations are losing the race memory and forgetting to fight us!”


  Storm held her close and watched with her, eyes shining, red beard flaming in the queer light that was saving them.


  And the time came when no stalk coiled toward the hole in the tank, and when no fallen flower inched in that direction. There was only the fantastic sea of vegetation—levelling to the ground, spring up like a solid wave, bursting into bright orange bloom and then sinking down again in death.


  White-faced, Laura and Storm took the gamble. They rolled the tank back and stepped out of it as the lid fell open.


  The near plants bent vaguely toward them, like arms reaching, then shrank back as they swelled to maturity and shrank into death. But the move had in it no hint of attempt to finish a struggle almost won by distant forbears; it grew only from the innate ferocity of the things Professor Laura Hart had cultivated from ordinary flower plants through infinitely accelerated evolution.


  They got to the door, stepped into the other laboratory, and locked the menace of the inner laboratory behind the massive metal panel.


  Storm took his arm from around Laura’s waist. His eyes sought hers, levelly, inquiringly.


  “Well?” he said, gently.


  Laura managed a smile, though it shivered a little on her pale and tremulous lips.


  “We might be able to use those horrible things in war against the Orient,” Storm said. “We could drop seeds of these man-eating things in their most ferocious stage of evolution They’d grow to their full size in about five weeks, and we could rain down tubes of my palsy virus to keep soldiers from hacking them down before they’d overrun the enemy sectors. We’d have victory in a month and a half, if you’d consent to work with me.”


  Laura moved back into the circle of his arm.


  “Yes, Ryder. With you. Beside you. The High Command may have my evolutionary product, for no human beings could be worse than those flowers!” She sighed. “I guess we’ll have to take the world as we find it in the present, and fight to preserve what we think is best in it.”


  FESSENDEN’S WORLDS


  Weird Tales, April 1937


  I WISH NOW that I’d never seen Fessenden’s damnable experiment! I wish my cursed curiosity had never taken me into his laboratory that night, to witness the thing that destroyed my peace of mind forever and made me for the rest of my life a somber and soul-sick man.


  Arnold Fessenden was the greatest scientist this planet ever produced—and the evilest. I know! I’d have told about it before, but I knew that I wouldn’t be believed. He assured me of that himself, grinning with sardonic mirth at me, that night he showed me what I’d like to forget.


  It was a dark, wet, windy night in late October when I climbed the porch of Fessenden’s big stone house near the campus, and rang the bell. He lived there quite alone now, I knew. Even his housekeeper had finally declared that she couldn’t stand his queer ways any longer.


  He came to the door himself. His big, powerful figure bulking against the dimly lit hall inside, he stared out at me and said, “Oh, it’s you, Bradley. What do you want?”


  I told him, “That’s a poor way to receive guests. I just came over to gab a little—haven’t seen you around the campus lately.”


  He hesitated a moment, then said, “I’m sorry, Bradley—I haven’t had many guests of late. Come on in.”


  I went in and sat down in the slovenly-looking living-room. Fessenden sat in a chair and looked across at me with a queer mocking light in his piercing black eyes, and a sardonic smile on his flat, strong face.


  I said, “Fessenden, why haven’t you shown up at any of the faculty meetings lately? They tell me you’ve been letting a substitute take care of all your lecture courses, too.”


  Fessenden looked at me with that mocking smile and said, “What I like about you, Bradley, is that you’re so transparent. You’ve heard everyone around the campus saying that I’ve got a little crazy, so you’ve come over to see for yourself.”


  “No, that’s not so,” I protested. “It’s true that a good many people have been ridiculing those radical astrophysical theories you propounded, and that some of them think you’re more than a little eccentric. But that means nothing to me. I know very well that whenever a man proposes something new, everyone at first thinks he’s a little crazy.”


  I continued earnestly, “You know I’m only a foot soldier in the ranks of science myself—a poor devil of an instructor. Nevertheless, I’ve always recognized you as a great pioneer. I’ve been wondering a lot just what you’ve been working on here so intensively, and I’m honestly hoping you’ll tell me something about it. But whether you do or not, you have my admiration and sympathy.”


  Fessenden’s smile deepened. He told me, “Bradley, if you expect me to be grateful for your sympathy, you’re wrong. I’m not. I have been called cold and unfeeling, and that is just what I want to be. The gabbling of the fools who have been ridiculing me does not disturb me, and means no more to me than does your sympathy.”


  My face must have fallen a little. Fessenden laughed.


  “I’m glad that is clear to you,” he said. “But now that it is, let me tell you that I have decided that I will show you what I am doing, after all. I’ll show you the greatest experiment which any scientist on Earth has ever conducted.”


  I said, in surprise, “If you feel no more friendliness for me than you say, I don’t see why you should.”


  He shrugged mockingly. “Because, unfortunately, I am still an ordinary human being at bottom, Bradley. As such, I have a certain ineradicable amount of exhibitionism in me which, deplore it as I may, persists and makes me want to show at least somebody what I have done.” He laughed. “Just like any small boy who has built his first kite and wants somebody to see it. I recognize the folly of this, I am amused by it, but I can’t wholly eliminate it from my make-up.


  “Well, why not indulge this irrational desire for applause by demonstrating to you what I’ve done? You do not have enough intelligence to comprehend it all, of course. Still, you will be an auditor, an audience, and I shall satisfy this itch of mine to let someone know what I’ve accomplished.”


  I said quickly, “I promise that I’ll keep everything you tell me absolutely confidential.”


  Fessenden roared with laughter. “You needn’t promise that. For all I care, you can go out and tell the whole world what you see here. Only, if you do, they’ll call you a madman and very likely confine you in an institution. By all means go ahead and tell them, if you want to.”


  He was still chuckling as he rose to his feet. “It’s back in my laboratory, Bradley.”


  “But what is it, anyway?” I asked doubtfully. “What have you done?”


  “I’ve created a universe,” Fessenden told me.


  I said impatiently, “That’s a grandiose metaphor, but just what does it mean?”


  “It’s not a metaphor at all,” Fessenden said blandly. “I mean literally that I have created a universe in my laboratory, a universe that has millions of suns, tens of millions of worlds.”


  I was silent. I was trying to avoid his eyes, to hide my disappointment from him.


  Fessenden chuckled. “A minute ago,” he said, “you were condemning the rest of the university for thinking me insane. Now you’re thinking exactly the same thing, aren’t you?—wondering how you can get out of this crazy Fessenden’s house with good grace?”


  He added, grinning sardonically, “Come along to the laboratory, Bradley, and see for yourself.”


  I followed his tall, powerful figure along the corridor. I did think now that his isolation and the ridicule his radical theories had evoked must have touched his mind. But still he must have something to show me, and I was eager to see what it was.


  The laboratory was a long, stone-walled room whose walls were crowded with shelves of chemical and physical apparatus, and whose corners held great electrical mechanisms. Much of the equipment I saw was strange to my eyes. Then my gaze fastened on the thing at the center of the laboratory.


  It consisted of two twelve-foot metal disks with grid-like surfaces, one on the floor and one on the ceiling directly over the other. They were connected by cables to the electrical machinery, and their grid-like surfaces shone faintly with wan blue light or force.


  Between the two disks, floating unsupported in the air, hung a cloud of tiny sparks of light. It looked like a swarm of minute golden bees, countless in number, and the swarm was lenticular in shape. Mounted near this weird thing were several instruments that looked a little like telescopes, though unfamiliar in design. They seemed to be trained upon that thick little cloud of shining sparks.


  Fessenden walked over to the thing and motioned calmly toward the blue-glowing disks in floor and ceiling. “These disks, Bradley, neutralize all the ordinary gravitational forces of Earth in the space between them.”


  “What?” I cried, astonished. I stepped forward, was about to thrust my hand between the two disks to test the assertion. But Fessenden held me back.


  “Don’t try that,” he warned. “The human body is accustomed to Earth’s gravitation, and is inwardly braced against it. If you were to step between those disks, out of Earth’s gravitation, your body would explode from its own inward pressure, just as a deep-sea fish will explode when it is suddenly brought up from the tremendous pressures of its usual depths to the surface.”


  Fessenden added, gesturing to the floating swarm of sparks between the disks, “It was necessary that this should be outside Earth’s gravitational influences. For this is the universe I have created.”


  I stared from him to the shining swarm, and then back again to his dark, amused face. “Those little flecks of light—a universe?”


  “Just that,” he assured me. “Look closer at them, Bradley.”


  I looked closer, and I felt a weird chill creeping over me. Those points of light were so infinitesimal that I could barely distinguish them one from another, and I knew there must be millions of them in this thick swarm. Yet there were some oddly familiar features about them.


  Some of the tiny sparks were blazing white in color, others smoky red, others golden yellow. The colors of suns in our own universe! Some of them were in double or triple groups, and here and there were clusters of them that contained thousands. And here and there, too, were little glowing patches that looked like tiny nebula, and crawling sparks with tails of light like Lilliputian comets, just as the floating sparks looked like tiny suns.


  Those sparks were tiny suns! I knew it, beyond doubt, even while my brain fought against the knowledge and called it impossible. I knew that I was looking at a miniature universe, one on a scale many billions of times smaller than our own universe, yet one that was comparatively as large in extent as our own. A little microcosm, floating here in Fessenden’s laboratory.


  Fessenden’s eyes had been following my stupefied change of expression. He said calmly, “Yes, Bradley, it is true. That is a tiny, self-sustaining universe, with its own suns, nebulae and worlds. Everything in it, down to the atoms which compose it, is infinitely smaller in scale than our own. But it is a real universe, like our own.”


  “And you say you created this?” I gasped.


  Fessenden nodded. “Yes, I did. After many failures, I succeeded in bringing that universe into being only a few weeks ago. I have been experimenting with it ever since.”


  His black eyes flashed a little. “Didn’t I tell you that it was the greatest experiment any scientist had ever conducted? Think of what I am able to do—I can conduct my astrophysical and other experiments on a cosmic scale. I can change or destroy suns and nebulae at will, with the instruments I devised, can observe the minutest details of that tiny universe through my super-magnifying telescopes. I can make observations with a universe itself as my subject.”


  I said in amazement, “But how did you make it—start it?”


  Fessenden shrugged. “How did our own universe start, Bradley? As a vast cloud of glowing gas that filled all space. The mutual attraction of the cloud’s particles drew them together, so that the cloud condensed into huge nebulae. The nebulae further condensed into suns, which by tidal attraction and occasional collision, threw off matter that formed into circling worlds.


  “Well, I started this tiny universe just like that. I filled the non-gravitational space between these disks with a cloud of glowing gas, whose atoms were infinitely tinier than our atoms because I had contracted their electronic orbits. Then all I had to do was watch while the same inevitable natural process that eons ago formed our universe, formed this little microcosm.


  “I watched as the gas condensed into tiny nebulae. I saw those little nebulae condense further into miniature suns, just as in our own cosmos long ago. And I saw those suns, as their random wanderings brought them close to one another, throw off worlds.


  “Millions on millions of tiny worlds, here in this little microcosm, Bradley! Worlds that I can change and tamper with and destroy at will, worlds with every conceivable kind of conditions, worlds whose life I can develop or wither as I wish. That is my experiment, Bradley!”


  “ ‘Whose life,’ you say?” I repeated in a whisper. “On the tiny planets of this microcosm—life?”


  “Of course,” said Fessenden. “Life always develops automatically on worlds where conditions are favorable, and usually in very much the same forms.” He reached toward one of the bulky, unfamiliar telescopic instruments. “Wait, and I shall find such a world for you, Bradley. I shall let you watch its life develop, for yourself.”


  He applied his eye to one of the lenses of the bulky telescope-instrument, focusing it upon the shining cloud of sparks; turning knobs, twisting, searching—until at last he straightened.


  “Now look, Bradley.”


  I put my eye to one of the lenses, looked into that cloud of floating sparks. There leaped into my vision, dazzling and gigantic, a huge white sun booming majestically through the darkness of space. Just one of those tiny sparks, seen through the super-magnifying instrument!


  Fessenden was beside me, gazing through the other lens of the instrument. His fingers were touching the focus knobs and he said calmly, “Keep watching. You’ll see the changes of ages in a few minutes of our time. For, of course, the time of this microcosm runs at an infinitely swifter rate than the time of our vaster universe.”


  As he shifted the focus of the instrument, my gaze seemed to leap toward that great sun. I made out two planets that circled it, at tremendous speed. A year of their time no more than a moment of ours!


  One of these planets was still partly molten, but the other was cooling, its vapor-envelope condensing. My vision leaped forward, in the telescope, until I seemed almost standing on that cooling world. It was a wild, rocky planet, rain falling heavily on its surface from the cloudy sky, water collecting with unbelievable swiftness in seas.


  Green life came into being on the world, first along the shores of the warm, shallow seas, then creeping out and advancing over the land. Swiftly vegetation mantled the globe. And now crawling animal life made its appearance as the ages ticked swiftly by.


  The animal life developed quickly. So rapid were the changes that my gaze could hardly follow them. Warring species of unhuman monsters passed and vanished. Tiny hordes of man-like animals began to throng here and there, to multiply with each passing moment.


  I saw rude villages of huts spring up on that world. The villages quickly became cities as that people developed in intelligence, age after microcosmic age. The cities towered higher each moment, great ships sailed upon the seas, ages of progress and development were run through before my eyes in tiny moments.


  I was shaking as I recoiled from the telescope. I cried, “This is all impossible—it can’t be real—”


  Fessenden smiled. “Your expressions of stupefaction satisfy my egotistic desire for applause, Bradley. But I assure you that that tiny race and their world are quite real.” He chuckled. “No doubt that little folk think that they have reached such a pinnacle of power and knowledge that nothing can threaten them. We shall see now whether or not they are able to face a real danger.”


  He turned to a curious needle-like instrument and carefully trained it upon that part of the microcosm which held the tiny white spark that was the great sun of the world I had been watching.


  There was a tiny comet crawling through the swarm, some distance from that white sun. Fessenden touched a knob, and from the needle-like instrument a thin, almost invisible filament of force crept into the microcosmic swarm of sparks and touched the little crawling comet. It seemed to veer a tiny bit aside.


  “Now watch,” said Fessenden with amused interest, “and we shall see just how great is the power of that little people.”


  I did not understand, but I looked again with him through the telescope at the tiny world. By now, so swift its development in terms of our time, its cities had become even vaster and were roofed with glass-like shields. Huge aircraft flashed above them.


  All seemed peace and progress on that world. Generation after generation ticked by as we watched. Then came a mad stir of movement, a wild scurrying about of the little folk, a swift change in the tempo of their life. A faint green light was now falling upon their planet, the baleful glow of a monster comet that was coming headlong toward it.


  I knew then that it was the tiny microcosmic comet whose course Fessenden had slightly altered. But in the telescope it was colossal, a huge orb dripping green light across the heavens as it rushed toward that world. Remorselessly it came on.


  Then that comet struck the planet, and I saw the doom of the little folk’s cities. The meteors that were the comet’s only solid substance shattered the glass-roofed cities to ruin. The poisonous gases that made up the rest of the comet veiled that whole world in a toxic cloud.


  The comet passed on as we watched, but its deadly gases had wiped away all life from that planet. It was still and brown and dead, now, a lifeless world circling its sun. The ruined cities melted swiftly down into decay and disappeared as we watched.


  Fessenden’s laugh rang in my ears as I stared in stunned horror. “You see—their knowledge was not enough to save them from the mere slight shifting of the comet’s course.”


  “You killed them—killed every soul on that world!” My voice throbbed with the horror that I felt.


  “Nonsense! It was just an experiment,” Fessenden said. “It’s no more murder than when a bacteriologist casually destroys germs he experiments with. Those little folk were millions of times smaller than any germ. But they and others like them on the countless worlds of this microcosm provide me with a subject for experimentation which no scientist has ever had before. Look at another world—here are two that interest me.”


  My vision in the telescope leaped to another sun, for Fessenden had shifted the focus. It was a yellow sun with four planets circling it. Two of them were airless worlds, but the other two bore different forms of life, one of them quite man-like, the other verging on the reptilian, each supreme on its own world. Both races had a certain amount of civilization, as was evident from the queer cities on their worlds. There was no contact or communication between them, for the two planets were widely separated from each other.


  “Now I wonder,” Fessenden was saying interestedly, “just what the result would be if those two races were to come into contact with each other. Well, we’ll soon see,” he mused aloud, and reached again toward the needle-like instrument.


  Again a ghostly little thread of force stole into the microcosm. I saw its effects, through the telescope. One of those planets, beneath the impetus, began to change its orbit. It moved closer and closer toward the other inhabited world. Soon the two were so close together that they had formed an Earth-moon system, revolving around a common center of gravity as they circled their sun.


  Soon, very soon, ships began to fly from one world to the other across the narrowed gulf. Communication had been established. And almost at once came war between the two worlds, a conflict of the man-like and reptilian races. Cities were destroyed by flashes of fire in that war, great throngs went to death in battles of incredible ferocity. The tide turned in favor of the reptilian race. Their invading hordes destroyed the last members of the man-like folk. Then it was all over. The reptilian race reigned supreme over both worlds.


  “I’m a little surprised—I thought the human race would have won out,” Fessenden said interestedly. “Apparently they didn’t have the adaptability of the reptilian race.”


  I cried, “That little human people would have lived for generations in peace and happiness if you hadn’t brought that other world into contact with their own! Why didn’t you let them alone?”


  He said impatiently, “Don’t be a fool, Bradley. This is just a scientific experiment—those ephemeral little races and their tiny worlds are merely a subject for study.” And he added, “Why, for days I’ve been observing and changing and tampering with these microcosmic worlds, just to see the reactions of their peoples to different stimuli and dangers. I’ve learned things from them that you’d never dream. Watch—I’ll show you others.”


  In a stupefied trance I watched as Fessenden went on, taking my vision to world after world, prodding and changing, observing the fall of empires and the crash of planets with keen, amused detachment. I saw worlds of beauty incredible and worlds of horror unthinkable—planet after planet, race after race, and all of them merely the playthings of the experimenting scientist beside me.


  Fessenden showed me a planet in the microcosm that was covered with wild forests in which dwelt little communities of hunting folk who chased the beasts of the forest. Generation after generation flashed by without change in their rude society—they were content to hunt and eat and love and die, without developing any higher civilization.


  Then Fessenden turned upon that little world a tiny ray that altered its chemical stability. Beneath the influence of chemical changes, the plant life of that world began to unfold in weird hypertrophy, began to develop mobility, to change into great, rootless plant-things that soon fell upon and killed the animals. The communities of hunters battled valiantly for a few generations against the moving plant hordes, but in the end they all succumbed, and that world was covered only with restlessly moving plant life.


  And Fessenden brought into our observation another world, planet of a sun out near the microcosm’s edge. It was a watery world, covered with oceans over all of its surface. And teeming life had developed in that planetary sea, into intelligent, seal-like people who had reared in the sea great submarine cities whose spires lifted here and there above the waters.


  Fessenden’s filaments of force played upon that world, and the seas began to dwindle, the water molecules to fly off into space. And as the seas rapidly shrank, for generation after generation, more and more of that world became dry land and the seal-people had to desert many of their cities and retreat back with the waters.


  Very soon, as we watched, there was but one shallow sea remaining on that little world. And here were crowded the last of the seal-folk, and here they fought blindly with all manner of scientific devices to prevent the evaporation of this last refuge. But the remorseless process that Fessenden had started went on, and that last sea dried and disappeared also, and there was only a desert planet with the ruined wrecks of the dead seal-folk’s cities standing here and there as memorials of the vanished race.


  World after world my dazed eyes watched. I saw an icy planet that swung far out from its parent sun, and upon which was strange life adapted to the cold, bloodless little folk who had reared also a mighty civilization. Their weird palaces and cities rose amid the awful chasms of eternal ice, and it was evident that they were far advanced in scientific power.


  Fessenden reached and touched their sun with a tiny thread of force. And that sun blazed suddenly hotter and brighter, casting forth a quadrupled radiance. Its increased heat began to melt the ice-sheath of that far-swinging little world, and its people began to perish from the unaccustomed warmth.


  We saw them frantically laboring for the next generation at a great work upon the side of their little world. Then its purpose became clear to us, for from that spot there projected a plume of fire and force whose rocketlike push moved their little planet suddenly outward. They were moving their world farther from their sun to escape the increased warmth, and at a suitable distance they let it settle into a new orbit where it was as cold as before. And Fessenden laughed and applauded their ingenuity.


  And there was a world whose crowded peoples were ruled by an oligarchy of living brains. Time after time, each generation that passed, we saw the enslaved people revolt against the tyranny of the brains, and each time the weapons of their unhuman masters subdued them.


  Fessenden’s probing threads of force reached deep into the bowels of that little planet, and it rocked with terrific quakes that threw up vast masses of radioactive material from the interior. And a strange glowing plague seized the bodies of the people and also seized the brains, so that they began to rot and die.


  Swiftly the people were annihilated by that glowing rot, but the brains managed to contrive for themselves an antidote against the deadly infections, so that most of the brains survived. For a few generations the brains clung to existence, served now by machines of their own devising. But they must have made their mechanical servants too intelligent, for in time the machines rose against the brains and destroyed them. And later still, without any directing intelligence, the machines themselves came to wreck and vanished from that world.


  Dazed with horror, I watched as we viewed world after world of the microcosm, as Fessenden probed and changed and destroyed. And then there came into my view a world whose aching beauty brought tears to my eyes, a green and blossoming world whose people were human, but of a fineness and beauty far beyond our own humanity.


  Not upon their world were any towering cities or huge machines or swarming vehicles. Their civilization had reached a plane above crude material progress, and their planet was like a green and surpassingly lovely park. Here and there amid the flowering trees shimmered exquisite buildings, and through flowers and forests went white-robed noble men and beautiful women. And their knowledge had almost conquered death, since for many microcosmic generations they remained unchanged.


  I watched that world through the telescope with my heart struck at the vision, and in the peace and loveliness of that planet and its people I seemed to catch a glimpse of what humanity might aspire to in some unthinkably far future. And then I suddenly woke to the fact that Fessenden, beside me, was reaching again toward the needle-like instrument that loosed his tampering forces upon the microcosmic worlds.


  I broke then from my trance and cried out, horrified, “Fessenden, you can’t do anything to endanger that world!”


  He smiled sardonically. “Of course I’m going to do something. I want to see whether that people have not become decadent in their peace and plenty—whether the science that brought them up to that level can save them now when real danger threatens.”


  He chuckled as he sighted the needle-like thing. “A mere tiny thread of force—but it will cause their little sun to spin so fast that it will break up. Will that people have the resourcefulness to save themselves by flight to another sun? We shall soon see.”


  But I tore him away from the deadly instrument and sent him staggering back across the laboratory with a wild thrust.


  “No!” I cried. “These worlds and peoples that you experiment with and endanger and destroy—they’re real! As real as ours, even though infinitely smaller. I’ll not let you calmly vivisect and torment any more of them, out of your damnable scientific curiosity.”


  Fessenden’s black brows drew together in a cold fury and he rasped, “I see now how foolish it was to show my experiment to an unreasoning sentimentalist like you. But that microcosm is my experiment, my property, and I’ll experiment with and destroy every world in it, if I please. Get away from that instrument.”


  “I won’t do it!” I shouted. “You’ve wreaked horror enough on those tiny planets with your inhuman experiments, subjecting those little races to agony and toil and death just to gratify your unholy curiosity. You’re not going to do it now with this little world!”


  Fessenden sprang straight at me, rage burning in his black eyes. His heavy fist descended on me and knocked me away from the instrument I held.


  I reeled back from that blow. And at that moment I heard a hoarse cry. Fessenden had tripped on one of the cables in his wild spring, and was toppling into the space between the two disks.


  His toppling body struck the microcosm squarely and it crashed around him in a broken shower of sparks. A universe wrecked in a second. At the same time, Fessenden’s body exploded—it exploded into a bloated, torn thing of flesh, just as he had warned me any human body would do if it entered the area between the disks where there was no gravitation.


  The cable he had tripped over had jerked loose—and there was a flash of fire across the lower disk. In an instant, destroying blue electrical flames enveloped the disks and Fessenden’s body, and danced around the electrical machinery in the laboratory with a sputtering, increasing roar.


  I turned and stumbled crazily out of the laboratory, out of the house into the wet and windy night. I heard a crackling roar behind me and the flickering light of the now flaming house shot past me as I staggered on, but I did not look back . . .


  So ended Fessenden and his great experiment. No one doubted but that the eccentric scientist had somehow set fire to the house and had perished in the blaze, and I said nothing to change that opinion. And very soon his end was no longer remembered, and Fessenden is now forgotten by everyone. By everyone, except me.


  I wish that I could forget too! But I can’t forget Fessenden and his microcosmic worlds, and because I can’t, my soul is sick and I have a shuddering, fearful wonder in me that will endure until I die, a black question to which I’ll never get an answer, and which torments me every time I look up at the night stars.


  And the question that quakes in my soul whenever I look up into the starry sky is this—is our own great universe nothing but a tiny microcosm, on some vaster scale? And in that vaster cosmos, is there a super-experimenter who regards our universe as nothing but an interesting experiment, and who smites us with disasters just to study our reactions for his own amusement? Is there a Fessenden up there?


  SPACE MIRROR


  Thrilling Wonder Stories, August 1937


  The mighty solar machine that meant safety to Humanity was in danger—and only the Terrestrial Secret Service could protect the Earth!


  THE SLEEK little space ship sped through the black gloom of the great void like a flying metal torpedo. Twenty thousand miles behind it bulked the huge, grey, cloudy sphere of Earth. Ahead—


  The worried, tense young pilot at the controls of the little ship pointed ahead through the glassite observation wall. His finger indicated something to his single passenger.


  “There’s the mirror,” he said. “We’ll reach it in an hour.


  Rab Crane, the passenger, stared. His bronzed, aquiline face stiffened, and his keen black eyes widened in surprise.


  “Lord, I didn’t realize it was so huge!” he muttered.


  “It’s big, all right.” The pilot’s troubled eyes surveyed the thing ahead. “Three hundred miles across—the work of decades—the greatest achievement any planet has ever conceived. And if it’s wrecked now—”


  “It’s not going to be wrecked!” Rab Crane’s firm mouth was set like a steel trap, his eyes glinting in determination. “The Terrestrial Secret Service sent me out here to find out what or who is threatening the mirror. I’ll do it, or else—”


  The determined expression still stamped on his keen face, the TSS man continued to stare as the little space ship drew gradually closer to the colossal thing that floated in space ahead.


  It was a staggering sight. A huge concave mirror, it floated in space like a satellite, slowly revolving around the rotating Earth. Its concave, inner face always turned toward the south polar regions of Earth, and also toward the glaring sun. A protective, protonic barrier enveloped the mirror and deflected all oncoming meteors.


  The mighty mirror, catching the sun’s rays in its vast concave, was throwing them back toward Earth in a concentrated beam of tremendous brilliance. It made a terrific shaft of incredible radiant heat that was focused upon a certain spot in the icy Antarctic. There it struck heat engines capable of generating unlimited power for Earth. It was a mighty power project, the work of years, and would give Earth complete power supremacy in the Solar System—if it were not wrecked.


  If it were not wrecked! Yes, there was the menacing shadow. There were, among the other eight independent planets of the System, worlds that would like the project to be destroyed. Mars, Venus, Mercury, Jupiter—old enemies of Earth, jealous of its ancient wealth and prominence. Which one of them was now trying to sabotage the project, using the weapon of hideous murder? He’d have to find out, Crane resolved again. The Chief had sent him to find out, and a man of the TSS carried out the Chief’s orders—or didn’t come back.


  The pilot was heading the little space ship to overshoot the great mirror’s edge.


  “We go over, it and around to the back,” he explained. “The control rooms, work shops, barracks and all are in the air-tight dome on the back of the mirror, you know.”


  Rab Crane nodded silently. The space ship crept over the edge of the mighty concave, dropped swiftly down along its black, convex back. Built onto the rear was a large domelike structure from which jutted a broad landing platform.


  The pilot dropped the little ship skillfully onto that platform. A tubular gangway shot out from the wall of dome, making air-tight connection with the ship door. In a moment, Rab Crane and the-pilot stood in one of the compartments of the air-tight dome.


  Officers stepped to meet him, the foremost a tall, brown-faced, thin and worried man of forty.


  “Mr. Crane?” said the thin officer. “I’m Major Morrow, second in command here.”


  He indicated two other officers, a chubby, bald, pink-faced captain and a dark, sullen-looking young lieutenant.


  “Captain Britt, our chief medical officer, and Lieutenant Laver,” he said.


  Rab Crane acknowledged the introductions.


  “Where’s Colonel Ames?” he asked crisply. “He commands the mirror now, doesn’t he?”


  Major Morrow nodded nervously.


  “Yes, he’s commanded since the murder of General Bray. I’ll take you to him.”


  He led them up through the other two floor levels of the dome. They passed a maze of artificially lighted compartments, machine shops, barracks. The maintenance crew of the mirror, fifty men in all, was at various tasks. Ventilation pumps throbbed incessantly. Earth’s gravitation held them to the floor, even out here.


  Morrow was talking, the worry of days spilling from his lips.


  “Two men have been murdered here, in some hellish way. General Bray, a week ago. And a rocket-technician, the same day.”


  “Rocket-technician?” Crane repeated.


  Morrow nodded.


  “The mirror is equipped, you know, with rocket-tubes set around its rim, so that if necessary its position in space can be changed at will. This man was head technician.”


  “I never saw anything like those two murdered men. It was horrible,” said Captain Britt, the chubby medical officer.


  They had climbed a stair to a corridor on the dome’s third floor. Major Morrow knocked on a locked door.


  “Colonel Ames’ office, from which the control room opens,” Morrow explained. “Ames has kept himself locked in lately. Afraid—afraid of whatever killer is at large here at the mirror.”


  “One of the fifty men here in the dome,” the chubby medical officer muttered. “A killer, doing this for some reason—”


  There was no answer to the knock. Morrow looked startled. He rapped again, more loudly, and called. Still came no answer.


  “Something’s wrong!” Morrow cried. “Colonel Ames is in there but he doesn’t answer. Laver, get men to break the door.”


  “Wait, this is quicker,” snapped Rab Crane. His beam-tube had leaped from his pocket into his hand. “Stand back!”


  The thread of blinding blue force from his tube lashed out and hit the lock of the metal door. Beneath the needle of terrific force, the metal began to melt and run.


  Crane snapped off the beam, drew back and hurled himself against the door. The half melted lock snapped and the door burst in. The four men stood petrified for a moment as they stared at Colonel Ames, sitting there at his desk facing them.


  “My God!” cried Morrow, his face ghastly. “Ames too—he’s been murdered!”


  “The same—as the others—” Britt choked.


  Colonel Ames had been a tall, distinguished man. But he was a hideous sight now. His body was a withered, dry, brown mummy, as though he had been dead for thousands of years.


  Rab Crane sprang forward. “The ‘dry death!’ ” the TSS man hissed. “Someone poisoned him with it!”


  The other three stared in horrified stupefaction.


  “It’s the most ghastly poison in the Solar System, little known,” Rab Crane swiftly explained. “It’s a hellish infection from the deserts of Mars that runs through the body like flame, dehydrating it, destroying every molecule of water in it by a chemical process akin to electrolysis.”


  Crane rapidly examined the brown, withered body of the dead commander. He found on one leg a spot that was darker brown than the rest of the parched skin.


  “That’s where the stuff was shot into him,” he rasped. “But how did the murderer get in here?”


  “God, how could he have got in here?” Major Morrow said hoarsely. “The door was locked from inside. There are no windows in this office, either.”


  Crane strode across the office to a heavy door, sealed hermetically tight like a ship’s air-lock. It was locked.


  “That’s the door of the control room,” Morrow explained. “It’s always locked for purposes of safety. Only the commanding officer has a key.”


  He found the key in the dead colonel’s pocket and unlocked the heavy, air-tight door. Inside lay a small room, one wall of which bore a bank of shining levers, and a battery of dial-gauges and electro-telescope screens. Only from this room could the rocket-tubes that changed the mirror’s position be operated. But there was no one in it.


  Crane came back into the office, Morrow relocking the door. “Major Morrow, this puts you in command of the mirror now, doesn’t it?” he snapped. “Will you have all the men called together below so that I can question them? And will you, Captain Britt, search their persons for poison while I am investigating here?”


  Britt nodded.


  “I’ll—I’ll do it. But I still don’t see how the killer got into this locked room. It’s impossible!”


  He and Lieutenant Laver went out. Major Morrow, the new commander, stared helplessly as Rab Crane started searching the office.


  “There’s some horrible plot behind all this!” the Major mumbled. “Some other planet is trying to sabotage the mirror—”


  “Major, look at this!” Crane was pointing to faint little traces in the dust beside the desk where the mummified corpse was sitting. “Someone did come in here. But how—”


  Without warning, the lights in the office went out, plunging them into Stygian darkness. Major Morrow uttered a startled exclamation.


  “Stay where you are, Morrow,” ordered Crane. His hand went swiftly to the beam-tube in his pocket.


  Someone or something was in the room! Crane heard a faint, tiny sound of scurrying somewhere on the floor. A puzzling sound, as of an insect’s dry feet. He listened, momentarily perplexed.


  Crane’s hesitation almost cost him his life. The next moment he felt something tiny and light clinging to his trouser leg. At the same moment he heard Major Morrow scream, hoarsely, horribly.


  Crane kicked frantically to shake off the thing on his leg, and darted across the dark room to the light switch. His foot crushed something tiny that emitted a shrill, minute scream.


  His hand found the switch and clicked it, without result. The lights had been put out of commission somehow. Crane heard a swift scurrying of other tiny feet, other little things climbing up his leg. He drew out his pencil-light and snapped on its thin ray, downward. He stood appalled for a moment at the horrible nature of the attack.


  The two tiny things climbing up on his shoe, reaching for his trouser cuff, were men! Men no more than two or three inches high, yet perfectly human, bronze-skinned, stocky, tiny men like the minute homunculi of legend. They were reaching to stab long needles smeared with a shiny, sticky black into his leg. The dreaded “dry death!”


  Crane struck them from him, and his foot crushed the tiny, murderous things into red pulp. He flashed his light frantically toward Morrow. In the thin ray, he saw Major Morrow still, his eyes glazed, his body already brown and withered.


  Something sharp pierced Crane’s ankle. Another of the tiny murderers had crept up behind him and had driven a poisoned needle into his flesh! In a few moments, the withering death would claim him also.


  Rab Crane acted without a second’s conscious thought. One hand swept the clinging little homunculus violently from his ankle, then snatched up his trouser leg. The puncture left by the poison needle was a tiny brown spot, and the brown was already starting to spread.


  Swiftly, Crane levelled his beam-tube at his own ankle. Without hesitation he released the ray at half strength. It seared into his flesh with bone-melting agony, instantly burning out a chunk of living tissue. It was the only way to destroy the poison-infected area in his flesh.


  Rab Crane reeled with the terrific pain of his grim cautery. Yet he kept his feet, his gaze darting for the homunculus he had knocked away. It was running for the door, throwing itself down to creep out under the door. Crane grabbed the tiny thing and ruthlessly strangled it between thumb and forefinger. As he stood for a moment, panting, he heard cries of alarm and running feet pounding down the corridor.


  Captain Britt, Lieutenant Laver and a half dozen other men burst into the office, flashing their lights. They recoiled in terror at the sight of Major Morrow’s withered body.


  Britt shouted an order to get the lights going. One of the men found a connection broken outside the door, and the lights in the office flashed on as he quickly repaired it.


  “The killer got Morrow,” Crane said grimly. “And this is how he has succeeded in murdering all these men—using these tiny pygmies who can creep under doors and go anywhere unseen.”


  He showed them the crushed body of the tiny homunculus and the poisoned needle it had carried. Britt examined the tiny body carefully.


  “It’s a human being—kept down to one-thirtieth its normal size!” he told them. “It was done by inhibiting the post-pituitary gland with chemical injections before birth, I can see that much. And the process was probably aided by centrifugal force applied to the embryo—”


  Rab Crane interrupted the medical man’s scientific excitement.


  “You’re overlooking the main thing!” snapped the TSS agent. “These pygmies are bronzed, stocky little men. They’re Mercurians—only grown to be one-thirtieth the size of an ordinary Mercurian.”


  His snapping gaze swept the astounded men.


  “Do you realize what that means? It means that Mercury is behind this desperate plot against the mirror. There must be some Mercurian spy on board, disguised as an Earthman. And he brought these homunculi with him to use in his plot against the mirror, keeping them hidden in his belongings.”


  Britt examined the crushed bodies again. “You’re right, they are miniature Mercurians!” he exclaimed. “You can tell the native of any planet, no matter what his disguise, by his internal organs, which differ according to his planet’s greater or lesser gravitation. These things came from Mercury, all right. Everyone knows to what gruesome lengths the Mercurian biologists have pushed their researches. They’ve grown these tiny men and kept them secret, to be used by their secret service.”


  Lieutenant Laver’s dark, sullen eyes stared at the tiny bodies.


  “I don’t see why Mercury would want to wreck the mirror,” he objected.


  “The Mercurians have hated Earth for years,” Crane snapped. “Ever since we forbade further immigration of Mercurians to Earth. Crowded into the only habitable zone of their little world, the strip between the scorched sunward side and the cold opposite side, unable to relieve the pressure of population by sending more emigrants to Earth, they’ve hated us plenty. Now they’re plotting against Earth—against the mirror.”


  He swung to the stupefied Britt.


  “Captain, with Morrow dead, you’re in command now, right? I want you to order a message radioed to Earth and request a battle-cruiser to come out here with relief officers and a strong force of guards.”


  Britt nodded bewilderedly and ordered Lieutenant Laver to give the radio operator the message.


  Laver saluted and left. Rab Crane walked closer to the medical officer.


  “You can find out who is the Mercurian in disguise, Captain,” he said quietly. “You just said a Mercurian could be detected by his different internal organs. Well, I want you to put every man here under an X-ray fluoro-scope and inspect them, at once. That will disclose the spy.”


  Captain Britt’s eyes lit. “By heaven, it would! I’ll go down to the hospital and get the X-ray outfit ready for an examination of each man. But first—the key—”


  He bent and took the control room key from the dead Morrow’s pocket.


  “I’m going to search every compartment for more of those deadly little pygmies,” Rab Crane told him as he left. “I’ll be down shortly to see what you discover by examining the men.” Britt hurried down toward the hospital. Crane carefully wrapped up the poison needle and put it away inside his pocket.” Then, beam-tube in hand, he began a search of the compartments on the third floor of the dome.


  In none of the offices or rooms on that floor did he find further trace of the murderous homunculi. He descended to the middle floor and searched there also, without result. In the hospital on that floor he found Captain Britt, sweating from exertion, just finishing his examination of the last of the mirror’s maintenance crew.


  Britt turned from the crackling X-ray machine to Crane.


  “I’ve examined all the men, and every one of them is an Earthman!”


  Crane’s lips tightened with disappointment.


  “There must be a Mercurian on the mirror,” he said savagely.


  Britt shook his head. “I checked every man—but wait!” His blue eyes widened. “I didn’t check Lieutenant Laver, or the radio operator. Laver hasn’t come up from sending that message to Earth.”


  Crane stiffened. “They should have been through sending that message twenty minutes ago!” snapped the TSS man. “Wait here—I’m going down to the radio room.”


  Crane plunged down the stairs and along the corridors of the dome’s lower floor, searching for the radio room, flinging open doors. As he opened one door, he stood petrified.


  It was the radio room, crowded with the powerful televisor receiver and transmitter. But the great transmitting tubes were smashed, wrecked. The operator lay dead with a beam-hole seared in his back. And Lieutenant Laver was just staggering to his feet, dazedly holding his hand to a bleeding wound on the back of his head.


  “What happened?” cried Crane.


  “I—I don’t entirely know,” Laver mumbled. “I’d told the operator to get your message through to Earth, and he had just made connection when the door opened behind me. A beam flashed past me and killed the operator. Before I could turn, a blow on the head knocked me out. I didn’t even get a glimpse of who did it.”


  “Then the operator didn’t get any of the message through at all?” Crane exclaimed.


  Laver shook his head.


  “No, and whoever attacked us wrecked the radio. We can’t get any call through, now.”


  “Come with me!” cried Crane. His face was a tight, tanned mask as he lunged out of the radio room and up the stairs, Laver following unsteadily. The TSS man burst into the hospital. Captain Britt was not there now. Crane’s face went deadly pale.


  “To the control room!” he cried. “We may be too late—”


  He flew up the stairs, with Laver close on his heels, drawing his beam-tube as he ran. Crane plunged into the commander’s office where Colonel Ames and Major Morrow still lay, two brown, withered mummies.


  The heavy, air-tight door of the control room was just closing from the inside. Crane yelled and flung himself madly across the office with Laver. His shoulder knocked the closing door inward and he and the lieutenant hurtled into the control room.


  Flash! Laver groaned and plunged to the floor as a shining thread of deadly force tore through his body above the heart. Rab Crane spun wildly to train his own weapon on the man behind the door who had fired as they plunged in. But Crane was an instant late.


  The other’s beam-tube was already aimed at Crane’s head. Rab saw only that tube, and then the blinding thread of force flashed out and the TSS man’s brain seemed to explode in flaming agony.


  Crane found himself slowly coming back to consciousness. He guessed it was but a few minutes later. But he found himself lying on the metal floor of the control room, his hands bound before him and his ankles tied. The side of his head ached and burned horribly. Laver still lay where he had fallen.


  Captain Britt stood over Crane, looking down at him calmly. The air-tight, heavy door of the control room was closed.


  “You!” muttered Rab Crane thickly to the chubby captain. “You—the Mercurian spy—I discovered it, but too late—”


  Britt smiled. All the bewilderedness had left his chubby face and it was smooth, purposeful, deadly.


  “Yes, I’m a Mercurian,” he said evenly. “The disguise is good, isn’t it? Our scientists grafted an Earthman’s skin onto my face and hands, and altered the pigment of my eyes to this blue. How did you discover me, Crane?”


  “You said you had X-rayed every man on the mirror without finding the spy, except Laver and the operator,” Crane told the killer. “The operator was dead and Laver was stunned by a blow he couldn’t have faked. Then I realized that no one had X-rayed you.”


  “Clever, very clever,” smiled the disguised Mercurian. “But, then, Crane of the TSS always had a reputation as the cleverest spy in the Solar System. It’s too bad your career is going to end here, Crane. I meant to kill you with my beam a moment ago, but since it only grazed and stunned you, I decided I might as well let you see the finale of this little drama. To make you realize there is one spy even cleverer than the Earthman Crane.


  “I am a Mercurian, yes,” Britt went on hatefully, his voice harsh. “And I am fighting for Mercury, to give my world’s crowded people the chance to emigrate to your green, beautiful Earth. You have room for millions of Mercurian immigrants—and they’re going there, whether you Earthmen like it or not. We’ll conquer your planet!


  “I killed General Bray, and Colonel Ames, and Major Morrow, because with them dead, I succeeded to the command of the mirror. Which gave me the key to this control room. The end of my whole plot! I only killed the technician because he’d accidentally found me out. The other three had to die, to get me control of this room.” Britt smiled strangely down at the helpless Earthman.


  “You shall see now what the end of my plot is, Crane. Watch!”


  He walked to the bank of levers and laid a hand on one shining red handle.


  “This control opens the air-locks of the whole dome, Crane. It empties the entire dome, except this air-sealed room, of air. It was built in so that if mutiny occurred the commanding officer could use it. It is why this control room was always kept locked.”


  “No!” cried Rab Crane hoarsely. “You can’t do that—fifty men in this dome who will die in an instant—”


  “I’d kill fifty million Earthmen to give my countrymen their chance!” flamed Britt. “Watch!”


  He swung the handle down. There was a brief hissing sound throughout the dome. The voices dimly heard from below abruptly ceased. A dead silence prevailed.


  “My God!” murmured Rab Crane. “Everybody here at the mirror, except us—killed instantly when that air rushed out.”


  “Exactly!” said Britt. The Mercurian’s eyes were blazing high with triumph. “And that is not all, Crane!”


  He swung toward the screen of one of the electro-telescopes, touched buttons swiftly. The screen broke into light, transmitting the view from a lens in the concave face of the mirror. The huge, cloudy sphere of Earth, and the glaring, distant sun, were visible in it.


  Britt magnified the view of one spot on the screen. A swarm of small black dots appeared in sight. They were space ships, a score of battle-cruisers approaching the mirror from sunward. Still far away but coming fast.


  Britt’s voice was a flare of triumph. “Those are Mercurian war-cruisers! They have been hiding in space for days, waiting my call. I called them before I wrecked the radio. They are rushing headlong toward the mirror and will take possession of it without resistance when they get here.”


  He flung a panting, bitter taunt at Crane.


  “Now do you realize how we Mercurians are going to force Earth to receive us?”


  “God!” exclaimed Rab Crane, his blood freezing at the horror the other’s words implied. “You mean you’re going to use the mirror—”


  “Exactly!” shouted Britt. “We’re going to use this mirror as a weapon with which to force Earth to our will! The colossal shaft of radiant heat which it stabs towards Earth—suppose that terrific beam is directed on New York and your other cities, one by one? It will burn them to a cinder, will incinerate any city or spot on Earth it is focused at.


  “Yes! This tremendous thing you built out here in space shall be the weapon by which we of Mercury force you to grant our demands. You’ll let our immigrants come to Earth, as many as we choose—or we’ll scourge you with the beam until you do. And you’ll never dare exclude us again, for we shall hold the mirror always.”


  The Mercurian’s face was fevered with excitement. He wheeled, peered with quivering eagerness into the screen that showed the swift, relentless advance of the oncoming Mercurian cruisers.


  Rab Crane’s brain was freezing with the cold despair of ultimate failure. Failure that would give the Mercurians a weapon that they could use to enforce their demands upon Earth, irresistibly. The agonized TSS man strained wildly, vainly, to break his bonds. His beam-tube was in Britt’s pocket—he had no possible weapon. But wait!


  He did have a weapon—one he’d wrapped and put into his pocket and forgotten! If by some desperate chance he could get it out and use it—


  Crane’s bound hands pawed wildly in his jacket pocket. He was fumbling with horrible death, he knew. Britt still was at the screen, eagerly watching. Crane brought out the thing in his pocket and clumsily unwrapped it. He held it hidden behind his knees.


  “Britt—you’re wrong!” he exclaimed. “You haven’t succeeded. You’re beaten now, if you only knew it.”


  The Mercurian spy whirled, his face harsh. “Bluffing is no good now, Crane. You’re through—you know it.”


  Crane laughed gratingly.


  “You think so. I’m only waiting. Waiting for the thing that’ll destroy you when it happens.”


  Britt, his face deadly suspicious and menacing, strode over to Crane.


  “If you think you can—”


  Crane lunged his body forward. The thing in his bound hands flashed, buried itself deep in Britt’s thigh.


  It was one of the deadly, poisoned needles the pygmies had used. The one that Crane had wrapped and put into his pocket for further examination. The carrier of the dreaded “dry death.”


  Britt staggered back, panic-stricken for a moment, then wildly plucked the poisoned needle from his thigh. He ripped his trouser leg. The poison, driven by Crane straight into an artery, was swiftly spreading through Britt’s body. Already his legs were becoming brown, withering. A shriveling death was rising over his whole body almost faster than the eye could follow.


  Britt, agony in his eyes, tried to draw his beam-tube to turn on Crane. But his slight hesitation had been fatal—the poison had already paralyzed and withered his arms, breast, and face. His face was turning to a wrinkled mummy mask as he reeled and fell.


  His lips moved in a dry, husky whisper.


  “You win, Crane—over me. But not over Mercury! Those ships are coming on and there’ll be no resistance here—they’ll still take the mirror and—”


  His voice trailed off in a cracked whisper. His withered lips moved and were still. He was a dead, brown mummy.


  Crane had cold perspiration on his face. The TSS man rolled across the floor toward the wall, hunched himself upright. He managed to tear his bonds through on a sharp switch-blade.


  Then he sprang to the telescope screen. The Mercurian cruisers were larger on it, rushing headlong toward Earth and the mirror. Crane’s brain rioted with the fatal knowledge that he, alone, could not hold off the space-suited throngs in those ships when they reached and invaded the mirror. Nor could he call Earth for help. Yet those ships must be stopped!


  Crane’s despairing mind suddenly thought of one possible expedient. He sprang toward the great bank of levers that controlled the mirror’s rim rocket-tubes. If he only knew how to operate those controls, to move the mirror, he could still stop those ships. But he didn’t know how—and all the men on the mirror who did know, were dead.


  All of them? Crane wheeled, leaped to the side of Lieutenant Laver, still lying supine and unmoving on the floor.


  He applied his ear to Laver’s breast. A sigh of relief escaped him as he detected a faint pulsation there.


  “Not dead yet!” cried Rab Crane hoarsely to himself. He lifted Laver, chafed his face, tried to revive him.


  “Laver, wake up! Wake up!”


  But Laver’s eyes did not open. The man was slipping down into death, minute by minute.


  Crane swore, pleaded, and then shook the dying man, cruelly and vigorously. The torture of the shaking brought results. The lieutenant’s eyes opened.


  “Laver!” Crane was almost sobbing. “You know how to operate those controls—you’ve got to tell me how to shift the mirror’s position. Mercurian cruisers are coming, to seize the mirror and use it against Earth. The only chance to stop them is to shift the mirror so that the great beam of heat from it will blast those ships out of space. Tell me how, man!”


  Laver dimly heard, and understood. The dying lieutenant made an agonized effort to speak. His voice was a whisper, “Co-coordinates of ships—”


  “Just a moment—I’ll get them!” Crane cried. He raced back to the screen of the telescope, his eyes frantically searching the fine network of lines across that gave a ship’s position.


  “Coordinates 283-B, 477-X, and 22-Q!” he shouted hoarsely.


  Laver’s eyes showed the struggle of his darkening mind against death, the effort at calculation.


  “Rocket controls 5, 6 and 7 to Position C for fifteen minutes,” he muttered finally. “Control 12 to Position A for same time.”


  The last words a mere gurgling murmur, Laver’s head sank back, his eyes closing. But Crane was already wildly flinging the rocket controls over.


  There was no sound. There was no air out there to carry sound from the rocket-tubes far out in the mirror’s rim that had begun to blast and push the mirror’s edge around in space.


  It was turning majestically, slowly, in space. Rab Crane, hunched at the telescope screen, could see the giant beam of awful heat slowly wheeling, its end cutting across the icy south polar regions of Earth, then cutting far out into space as it wheeled like a colossal sword of fire. A gigantic, flaming finger, lifting from Earth to point back toward those onrushing cruisers.


  Rab’s eyes, his whole soul, hung upon the chronometers as the minutes ticked. Came the fifteenth minute—and he jammed shut the controls he had opened and adjusted those others that Laver had named. The mirror’s slow shifting movement came to a halt.


  Crane’s eyes leaped to the telescope screen at the same instant. He saw—annihilation! The giant beam of terrifically concentrated heat from the mirror was just catching the onrushing Mercurian ships. As it caught them, they puffed into fire and vanished.


  Crane staggered back from the controls and stumbled over to Laver.


  “Laver, you did it!” he cried. “The ships are destroyed! And Earth will be sending a whole squadron of our own cruisers out here at once, to investigate the turning of the mirror. The mirror’s safe now.”


  Laver’s eyes did not open. His lips murmured something that sounded like, “Glad—” Then they were still.


  Crane slowly folded the dead officer’s hands, and covered his body with his coat. Then the haggard TSS man went over to the telescope screen to watch for the cruisers from Earth.


  A MILLION YEARS AHEAD


  Thrilling Wonder Stories, April 1937


  THE LITTLE rat-faced man looked fearfully at the mechanism in the corner of the lamp-lit laboratory. It was like a tall cylindrical cage of metal bars, connected electrically to the generators, huge vacuum tubes, and other apparatus in the room.


  He turned jerkily toward the other two people in the room. One was a serious, lanky young man, the other a girl whose soft face was pale and whose dark eyes held hooded apprehension. These two were Ross Sherill, brilliant young biologist, and his wife, Gail.


  The ratlike little man asked fearfully, “Is that the machine? The thing you’re going to use to—to change me?”


  “That’s it, Fraham,” said Ross Sherill steadily. “The projector that is going to throw you a million years ahead of the rest of the human race, in. evolutionary development.” His serious eyes kindled with scientific enthusiasm as he addressed the wizened little Fraham.


  “Evolution is ordinarily a very slow process,” he went on, “physical and mental change which I recently discovered is caused by certain kinds of cosmic radiation that effect slight changes in our bodies, forcing our race ever higher on the road of progress. I’ve found out how to produce those forces artificially, many times stronger. So when I turn those vastly intensified forces on your body, you will in a few minutes pass through evolutionary changes that will take a million years for the rest of the race to pass through naturally.”


  “Yes, but what’ll I change into?” cried Fraham. “Suppose I change into something awful, what then?”


  “Once I’ve thrown you ahead in development and observed what the human race will evolve into, I can bring you back to your present status,” Sherill told him calmly. “I found a certain cosmic radiation that reverses evolutionary change, and I’ll use that on you.”


  The lanky young scientist took a packet of bills from his pocket.


  “Here’s the thousand dollars I agreed to give you for submitting to the experiment. You’ll get it when we’re done.”


  FRAHAM stiffened at sight of the money, and an ugly gleam came into his slitted eyes.


  “I might add that you’ll get the money only by undergoing the experiment,” Sherill added pleasantly. “I have a pistol in my pocket and if you try anything, I’ll shoot. Well, what about it—are you willing to undergo the experiment?”


  Fraham’s face was beaded with perspiration, and his eyes rolled from the money to the bulky, enigmatic mechanism.


  He finally spoke, hoarsely. “I’ve got to do it, and you know it—you know the police are hot after me and that I need that grand to get out of the country. But remember,” he added desperately, “you promised to bring me back so I’ll be just like I am now!”


  “I will—you’ll be out of here in an hour,” Ross Sherill told him eagerly. “Step inside the projector.”


  As Fraham slowly obeyed, entering the cylindrical cage with steps weighted by dread, Gail Sherill laid a trembling hand on her husband’s arm. Her dark eyes held fear. “Ross,” she said, “I’m afraid of this experiment. I wish you’d give it up.”


  “Don’t bother me now, dear, please,” the tense young scientist begged.


  He was turning switches, shifting controls. The generators around the room broke into humming life, the great tubes silently lit to a violet glow, transformers sprayed a crackling brush.


  Sherill, his hand on the final switch, regarded the terrified little man inside the projector.


  “Just stand steady, Fraham,” he said. “It will take only fifteen minutes of exposure to the force.”


  He flung the switch. Brilliant white light broke from the vertical bars of the projector, a blinding cascade of radiation that hid from sight the trembling man inside. The evolution accelerating force was playing upon that man’s body, millions of times more powerful than such forces had ever played upon a human being before.


  Ross Sherill watched intensely, his hand on the switch. Behind him, Gail watched too, her slim figure rigid with fear of the unknown. What was going on inside that glowing halo? What tremendous changes were taking place in Fraham as the awful cosmic forces flung him through thousands of years of future development each minute?


  It was ghastly, unholy, the fear-ridden girl told herself, this artificial short-cut on the road of slow evolution! Her husband was violating the basic laws of the universe itself in thus hurling a human being a million years past his fellows in development. Why had she ever let him do it?


  Sherill counted the minutes beneath his breath. “Fourteen—fifteen!” He threw the switch open.


  The blinding glow of radiation died, and they stared, petrified, at the man inside the cylindrical cage. The wizened, rat-faced little criminal had vanished and in his place stood a man of superhuman, terrible aspect.


  His huge form was bursting from Fraham’s clothes. For this man was almost seven feet tall, with colossal shoulders tapering down into a lean, perfect body of tremendous strength. A body that was as much superior to the ordinary human form as man is to the ape.


  But the face! It was godlike in terrible beauty, the features perfectly regular, the mouth a straight, merciless line, the eyes enormous glowing ones through which looked a cold, vast mind whose shock was felt tangibly. The head was quite hairless.


  “My God!” cried Ross Sherill, staring in amazement at this superhuman figure. “Fraham, changed—”


  “Ross, change him back!” cried Gail, clutching her husband’s arm in terror. “I’m afraid!”


  Too late for that! Fraham, or the godlike man who had been Fraham, was stepping out of the projector. His glowing eyes fastened on Sherill and the dazed young scientist felt those eyes reading the depths of his mind like an open book. That inhuman gaze swung to Gail’s pale face, and she flinched in horror from it.


  WHEN the transformed Fraham’s coldly beautiful face turned back to Sherill. He spoke in an icy, level voice.


  “To think it was you, a savage semi-animal, who developed me!”


  “Fraham!” said Ross Sherill hoarsely. “You did change—into the kind of man all men will be in a million years.”


  He went on with desperate hope. “All right, now that I’ve seen what the course of future evolution will bring forth. I’ll bring you back to your former state. Step back into the projector.”


  The creature before them laughed I A cold, terrifying and mirthless laughter.


  “You amuse me,” he told Sherill. “Do you think that I would let you change me back now into what I was, into a dim-minded, shriveled half-ape like yourself? No, I stay as I am, and with my brain I can bring all your witless race under my rule, easily.”


  “Ross,” Gail cried desperately to her husband, “he’ll do it if you let him stay like this. You must change hint back!”


  Ross Sherill suddenly produced the pistol in his pocket and levelled it at the godlike Fraham’s heart.


  “Back into the projector, Fraham, or I’ll shoot!” he cried. “I don’t intend to let my experiment release a super-minded monster on the world.”


  The superman before him laughed again.


  “You think to match wills with me? Throw that weapon out of that window.”


  His glowing eyes were riveted on Ross Sherill’s as he uttered the command. As those supernal eyes bored into his soul, the young biologist felt himself losing control of his own body.


  He tried to pull the trigger and couldn’t. His muscles were obeying, not his own mind, but the hypnotic command of the creature-before him. Resistless, his hand went up, and flung the pistol out of the open window.


  Fraham went on contemptuously in that eerie, cold voice.


  “You begin to see how helpless you are to resist me. Just as helpless will all men be, when I appear in their cities and order them to submit to myrule.”


  His glowing eyes flashed. “I may have to destroy many of them before they learn my power. But it will be easy. My mind can devise weapons against which your race will be powerless to resist. I will build the first of those weapons now!”


  As Sherill and his wife watched, the superman moved swiftly about the laboratory, picking up some ebonite rods, two copper discs, a small piece of bismuth and other odd objects.


  They saw the transformed Fraham deftly, quickly, join these things together into a tripod-like instrument, crowned by the two discs. Ross Sherill realized in horror that it was some awful weapon of the future designed to be used upon present day humanity. The lanky young, scientist crouched, leaped for Fraham’s throat!


  Fraham whirled, and the hypnotic command of those terrible eyes froze Sherill halfway across the room.


  “You will remain in this room, you two,” commanded the superman, “while I test my new weapon outside. I can use you—as subjects to test other weapons upon.”


  Without another look at them he strode out of the room with his curious weapon. Looking numbly out through the window into the moonlight, they could see his huge figure striding up the slope of the hill behind the old country house.


  They saw him stop up there on the crest, where he seemed to be setting up and adjusting the tripod-like thing.


  Ross Sherill threw himself toward the door.


  “I’ll get the pistol I threw outside!” he cried to his wife. “That monster’s got to be killed at once or he’ll destroy the world.”


  He reached the door—and stopped. He could go no further; his muscles were obeying the hypnotic command of the superhuman Fraham, and not his own will. Sherill concentrated strongly, but could not get through that door. Neither could Gail, when she tried.


  “Ross, we can’t get out!” she sobbed. “We—”


  “We’ve got to!” cried the young scientist wildly. “If we don’t, I’ll be responsible for the havoc that creature will wreak on Earth.” Then he pointed through the window and cried, “Look, he’s trying that devilish weapon now!”


  Up there on the crest of the moonlit hill they could see the huge figure of the superhuman Fraham bending over his tripod instrument. They glimpsed a swift, terrific flash of white fire or force that drove out into the moonlight from the thing.


  They saw the monstrous superman straighten and peer into the silver night as though to see the effect of that tremendous bolt as it struck somewhere far away.


  “I can’t stop him!” Gail was exclaiming, her eyes wide with dazing horror. “We’re like children against a brain like that, unable to oppose our minds for a minute against his.”


  Like a bomb exploding in his brain, an idea burst blindingly upon Ross Sherill.


  “We can’t oppose his mind now, no,” he cried, “but what if I throw myself forward a million years in development with the projector, also? Then I’d have a mind as vast and powerful as his—I could fight him!” He leaped instantly toward the cylindrical cage.


  “I’m going to do it, Gail! It will only take fifteen minutes for the force to throw me ahead, and I don’t think he’ll return before then.”


  Gail clung to his arm, crying. “No, Ross, don’t!” she pleaded. “You’ll become a monster like him.”


  “I won’t!” Sherill told her desperately. “Fraham was of a predatory, criminal cast of mind, and that is why even after he had developed so tremendously, he still had in mind only the desire to dominate and prey on the world. But I want only to destroy the menace of Fraham, and when I’ve done so I’ll re-enter the projector and you can use the reversing force to bring me back.”


  Before the terrified girl could protest further, he had entered the mechanism.


  “Throw the switch, Gail!” he commanded urgently. “There’s little time.”


  The girl’s hand numbly closed the switch. Inside the cage of bars, Ross Sherill was almost blinded by the terrific burst of glowing force from about him. As that awful flood of tingling force saturated every atom in him, he felt hurled through abysses incredible, fathomless and staggering. He felt his mind and body changing, expanding, unfolding, with each passing minute.


  Vast new vistas of thought opened out in his mind, things that had before seemed complex and obscure became crystal clear to him. He felt a superhuman enhancement of his powers of reason. He knew he could solve problems in a moment that would take an ordinary man months or years. And as his body changed and grew, he felt a boundless physical vigor he had never felt before.


  His emotions were withering and dwindling, and a cold logic was now dominant in his mind. He was becoming, he knew, the kind of man all men would become in a million years. And it seemed to him now that in changing from his former cramped body and mind, he was stepping from an animal state into one of full humanity.


  The glow of force died about him as the switch was opened, and he could look out now into the laboratory. Before him, staring wildly at him, was a girl. He felt a repulsion at sight of her. This savage, semi-ape, female thing, so undeveloped of mind and body; had he really loved this? His new mind sickened at the thought.


  She was running toward him, crying, “Ross—”


  Then she stopped, and he saw horror and fear deepen in her eyes as she met his own gaze.


  “You’re not Ross at all,” she whispered. “You’ve changed, like Fraham. I’m afraid of you!”


  She was shrinking back from him in dread. But he paid no attention to her, as he strode out of the cage. Fraham—the other! The enemy whom he must destroy!


  His super-sensitive ears could already hear Fraham coming down the hill, returning to the house. But he did not fear the other now—he knew with cold confidence that he was his match.


  The haggard, wild-eyed girl also heard now and cried a warning. “Ross, he’s coming! Go out and get the pistol if you can—”


  “Be silent!” he ordered her.


  As her eyes met his commanding gaze she was mute and stricken. In his new mind, Sherill felt only contempt for her ignorant babbling. As though he needed a primitive toy like that pistol!


  Fraham stepped into the door, a huge figure, as tall and superhuman as himself. And Fraham’s glowing eyes saw him and realized in an instant what had happened.


  “You—you’ve changed too!” he cried. “Well, we’ll see who’s master!”


  He swung up the deadly tripodal weapon he carried. The woman screamed.


  “Drop that weapon,” Ross ordered calmly.


  IS eyes were meeting Fraham’s, glowing gaze beating against glowing gaze, a contest of two superminds more deadly than the clash of swords. Fraham was still raising his weapon but more slowly now. Slower and slower his hands moved as upon his brain beat the super-hypnotic command to desist.


  Then Fraham’s hands stopped, stiffly holding the tripod. He was putting every bit of his own brain’s colossal power into the hypnotic gaze with which he was battling the commanding eyes of the transformed Ross Sherill.


  The two supermen stood silent, in the room that was utterly still except for the spasmodic sobs of the crouching girl. They were engaged in a terrific battle of minds such as Earth had never held before.


  Then almost imperceptibly, the terrible eyes of Fraham wavered the merest trifle. His mind, before it had been projected a million years ahead in development, had been inferior to the scientist’s. And now that Sherill’s development also had been jumped forward ten thousand centuries, his mind was still inferior, was slowly breaking down before the scientist’s will.


  Slowly the hands of Fraham lowered. In his eyes was an awful agony of searing hate and fury. Yet he could not keep his mental defenses from crumbling before the other’s assault.


  “Drop the weapon,” repeated Ross Sherill coldly, his godlike face unchanged in calm.


  Fraham’s fingers relaxed, and the diabolical tripod-weapon rattled to the floor.


  “Step into the projector,” ordered the transformed scientist, his gaze never flickering.


  As he understood the meaning of that command, Fraham’s eyes became terrible. Hellfires of furious revolt flamed in them, a surge of terrific mental resistance.


  But Sherill’s commanding gaze held steady, beating the other down again with hypnotic command. A hoarse, strangled sound bursting from his lips, the huge figure of Fraham moved stiffly across the laboratory and into the tall cage of the projector.


  Sherill, still holding the other with his eyes, followed. His hand found the switch of the evolution reversing force and snapped it shut. Blue radiation burgeoned from the bars, wrapping Fraham’s great form in a shroud of azure light.


  Ross Sherill watched, immobile, as the projector hummed for minute after minute. The crouching girl was staring, stunned, at the cold awesome beauty of his inhuman face.


  Then Sherill flung open the switch. The blue force ceased. And there in the projector stood Fraham—not the transformed, mighty superman, but the wizened, rat-faced little criminal.


  He staggered out, dazedly, wildly.


  “I—I—” he faltered, and sank into a dead faint on the floor.


  Sherill felt a touch on his sleeve. It was the girl, that savage, atavistic female thing, looking up into his face. “Ross, you conquered him—you brought him back and kept him from destroying the world!” she cried. “Now enter the projector yourself. Let me bring you back to the man you were, my husband.”


  Bring him back? Drag him back across a million years of development to become a semi-ape like herself, to become again cramped of mind and body, an unclean primitive animal?


  No, every thought in Sherill’s brain revolted at the idea. He wouldn’t give up this tremendous power of brain and body, this super-manhood he’d attained. He couldn’t!


  The girl seemed to read his thoughts.


  “You promised, Ross,” she pleaded.


  He shook her off coldly. What had he to do with this savage creature? Outside lay a world that only his great brain could put in order, a world waiting for him to be its master.


  THERE was much for him to do in that world, a race to be forced into new, cleaner ways of living, war and greed and trickery to be stamped out. He could do all that—


  “Ross!”


  Somehow that cry of heartbreak made him stop at the door. Something in his inmost fibers, something still strangely bound to this savage creature, was stopped and held by it.


  “Ross, it’s Gail—Gail!” she was crying to him. “You must enter the projector—for me.”


  His relentlessly clear mind told him that this woman was seeking to drag him back into a state of savagery like her own, to take away forever his wonderful mind and body.


  Yet something deep within him, something not to be controlled even by all his tremendous mental power, made him move, slow step by step, toward the cylindrical cage. At its very edge he hesitated, feeling stronger than ever that sick repulsion at the thought of returning to a half-animal state.


  “Please, Ross!”


  He stepped, very slowly, inside the cage of bars. With a choking sob, the girl threw shut the switch.


  When the blue reversing force stopped, it was Ross Sherill—not the transformed, godlike figure of before but again the lanky young scientist—who stepped out of the projector.


  He looked bewilderedly from the unconscious figure of Fraham, on the floor, to the girl who was running madly toward him.


  “Ross, you’ve come back!” she cried. Sherill’s face was aghast.


  “Why, I remember now—I didn’t want to come back to you, Gail!” he said. “You looked like an animal to me, looked repulsive, apelike—”


  He held her tight.


  “God, what an awful thing that projector almost released on the world,” he whispered. “I’m going to destroy it, and never build another. Whatever power has decreed the slow rate of human evolution knows better than we men—knows that if we tried to go too fast upon that evolutionary road, we would only destroy ourselves.”


  IN THE WORLD’S DUSK


  Weird Tales, March 1936


  THE CITY ZOR reared its somber towers and minarets of black marble into the ruddy sunset, a great mass of climbing spires circumvallated by a high black wall. Twelve gates of massive brass opened in that wall, and outside it there lay the white salt desert that now covered the whole of Earth. A cruel, glaring plain that stretched eye-achingly to the horizons, its monotony was broken by no hill or valley or sea. Long ago the last seas had dried up and disappeared, and long ago the ages of geological gradation had smoothed mountain and hill and valley into a featureless blank.


  As the sun sank lower, it struck a shaft of red light across the city Zor into a great hall in the topmost spire. The crimson rays cut through the shadowy gloom of the dim, huge room and bathed the sitting figure of Galos Gann.


  Brooding in the ruddy glow, Galos Gann looked out across the desert to the sinking sun, and said, “It is another day. The end comes soon.”


  Chin in hand he brooded, and the sun sank, and the shadows in the great hall deepened and darkened about him. Out in the dusking sky blossomed the stars, and they peered down through the portico like taunting white eyes at him. And it seemed to him that he heard their thin, silvery star-voices cry mockingly across the sky to each other, “The end comes soon to the race of Galos Gann.”


  For Galos Gann was the last man of all men. Sitting alone in his darksome hall high in somber Zor, he knew that nowhere around the desert globe did there move another human shape nor echo another human voice. He was that one about whom during anticipatory ages a fearful, foreboding fascination had clung—the final survivor. He tasted a loneliness no other man had ever known, for it was his to brood upon all the marching millions of men who had gone before him and who were now no more. He could look back across the millioned millions of years to the tumultuous youth of Earth in whose warm seas had spawned the first protoplasmic life which, under the potent influences of cosmic radiation, had evolved through more and more complex animal forms into the culminating form of man. He could mark how man had risen through primeval savagery to world civilization that had finally given men mighty powers and had lengthened their life-span to centuries. And he could mark too how the grim, grinding mechanism of natural forces had in the end brought doom to the fair cities of that golden age.


  Steadily, silently, inexorably, through the ages the hydrosphere or water envelope of Earth had slowly dwindled, due to the loss of its particles into space from molecular dispersion. The seas had dried up as the millions of years had passed, and salt deserts had crept across the world. And men had seen the end close at hand for their race, and because they saw it they ceased to bring forth children.


  They were weary of the endless, hopeless struggle, and they would not listen to the pleadings of Galos Gann, their greatest scientist, who alone among them yearned to keep the dying race alive. And so in their weariness the last generation of them had passed away, and in the world was left no living man but the unyielding Galos Gann.


  In his dark hall high in Zor, Galos Gann sat huddled in his robes brooding upon these things, his withered face and black, living eyes unchanging. Then at last he stood erect. He strode with his robes swirling about him onto the balcony outside, and in the darkness he looked up at the mocking white eyes of the stars.


  He said, “You think that you look down on the last of men, that all the glories of my race are a story that is told and ended, but you are wrong. I am Galos Gann, the greatest man of all the men that have lived on Earth. And it is my unconquerable will that my race shall not die but shall live on to greater glories.”


  The white stars were silent, wheeling with cynical imperturbability over the deserts beyond night-shrouded Zor.


  And Galos Gann raised his hand toward Rigel and Canopus and Achernar in a gesture pregnant with defiance and menace.


  “Somewhere and somehow I will find means to keep the race of man living on!” he cried to them. “Yes, and the day will come when our seed will yoke you and all your worlds in submissive harness to man!”


  Then Galos Gann, filled with that determination, came to a great resolve and went to his laboratories and procured certain instruments and cryptic mechanisms. Holding them inside his robes, he went down from the tower and walked through the dark streets of the city Zor.


  Very small and alone he seemed as he wended through the dim starlight and glooming shadows of the mighty city’s ways, yet proudly he stalked; for unconquerable defiance to fate flamed in his heart and vitalized his brain with unshakable resolve.


  He came to the low, squat structure that he sought, and its door opened with a sighing sound as he approached. He entered, and there in a small dark room was a stair down which he went. The coils of that spiral stair dropped into a great subterranean hall of black marble illuminated by a feeble blue light that had no visible source.


  When Galos Gann stepped at last on its tessellated tile floor, he stood looking along the oblong hall. Upon its far-stretching walls were a hundred high square panels that bore in painted pictures the story of mankind. The first of those panels showed the primal protoplasmic life from which man had descended, and the last of the panels displayed this very subterranean chamber. For in crypts set into the floor of this hall there lay the dead people of the city Zor who had been the last generation of mankind. There was one last empty crypt that waited for Galos Gann when he should lie down in it to die, and since this was the last chapter of mankind’s story, it had been pictured in the last panel.


  But Galos Gann disregarded the painted walls and strode along the hall, opening the crypts in the floor one after another. He worked on until at last before him lay the scores of dead men and women, their bodies perfectly preserved so that they seemed sleeping.


  Galos Gann said to them, “It is my thought that even you who are not now living can mayhap be used to keep mankind from perishing. It seems an ill thing to disturb you in the peace of death. But nowhere else save in death can I find those I must have to perpetuate mankind.”


  Then Galos Gann began to work upon the bodies of the dead, summoning up from his mighty resolution superhuman scientific powers which even he had hitherto never possessed.


  By supreme chemical achievement he synthesized new blood with which he filled the wasted veins of the bodies. And by powerful electric stimulants and glandular injections he set their hearts to beating convulsively, and then regularly. And as their hearts pumped the new blood through their bodies to their perfectly preserved brains, the dead regained slow consciousness and staggered upright and looked dazedly at one another and at the watching Galos Gann.


  Galos Gann felt a mighty pride and exultation as he looked at these strong men and fair women whom he had brought back from death. He said to them:


  “I have recalled you to life because I have resolved that our race shall not come to an end and be forgotten of the universe. It is my determination that mankind shall continue, and through you I shall effect this.”


  The jaws of one of the staring men moved stiffly and from between them came the rusty accents of a voice long unused.


  “What madness of yours is this, Galos Gann? You have given us the semblance of life but we are still dead, and how can we who are dead prolong the life of man?”


  “You move and speak, therefore you are living,” insisted Galos Gann. “You shall mate together and bring forth sons, and they shall be the progenitors of new peoples.”


  The dead man said hollowly, “You strive against the inevitable like a child breaking his hands against a door of marble. It is the law of the universe that everything which exists must come some day to an end. Planets wither and die and fall back into their parent suns, and suns strike one against the other and are transformed into nebulae, and the nebulae last not but in turn condense into other suns and worlds that in their own turn must die.


  “How shall you hope amid this universal law of death to keep the race of man forever living? We have lived a fair life for many million million years, we have struggled and won and lost, have laughed in the sunlight and dreamed under the stars, have played our part in the mighty drama of eternity. Now it is time we pass to our appointed end.”


  As the dead man finished speaking, a hollow, low whisper of assent went up from all the other staring dead.


  “Aye,” they said, “It is time the tired sons of men rested in the blessed sleep of death.”


  But the brow of Galos Gann was dark with resolve, and his eyes flashed and his form stiffened with unchangeable will.


  “Your words avail you nothing,” he told the dead. “Despite your icy counsels of surrender, I am determined that man shall live on to challenge the blind laws of the cosmos. Therefore you shall obey me, for well you know that with my powers and science I can force you to my will. You are not dead now but living, and you shall re-people the city Zor.”


  Galos Gann with these words walked to the spiral stair and started up its winding way. And helplessly, dully submissive, the dead men and women followed him up the stair, walking stiffly with a confused, heavy trampling up the steps.


  A strange spectacle it was when Galos Gann led his silent host out into the starlit streets of the city. And by day and by night thereafter was Zor a weird sight, peopled again by those who once had peopled it before they died. For Galos Gann decreed that they should live in the same buildings in which they had lived before. And those that had been husbands and wives before should be husbands and wives now, and in all things they should dwell as they had before their deaths.


  So all day beneath the hot sun the dead went to and fro in Zor and pretended that they were truly living. They walked stiffly in the streets and gave one another greeting in their grating, rusty voices, and those that had had trades in old time followed those trades now, so that the cheery sounds of work and life rang in the city.


  By night they thronged into the great theater of the city and sat in stiff immobility while those who had been dancers and singers performed with heavy clumsiness on the stage. And the dead audience applauded, and laughed, and their laughter was a strange sound.


  And at night when the stars peered curiously down at Zor, those of them who had been young men and maidens walked apart and with stiff and uncouth gestures made pantomime of love, and spoke words of love to one another. And they wedded one another, for that was the decree of Galos Gann.


  In his high tower, Galos Gann watched as moon after moon was born and waxed and died. Great hope was his as the months passed one by one in the dead-tenanted city.


  He said to himself, “These are not wholly living—something there was that my powers could not bring back from death. But even such as they are, they will serve to give mankind a new start in the universe.”


  The slow months passed and at last to one of the dead couples living in the city, a child was born. High flared the hopes of Galos Gann when he heard, and great was his excitement as he hastened through the city to see. But when he saw the child, he felt his heart grow cold. For this infant was like the parents of whom it was born, it was not wholly living. It moved and saw and uttered sounds, but its movements and cries were stiff and strange, and its eyes had death behind them.


  Not wholly yet did Galos Gann give up hope in his great plan. He waited for another child to be born, but the next child too was the same.


  Then indeed did his faith and hope perish. He called the dead citizens of Zor together and spoke to them. He said:


  “Why do you not bring forth wholly living children, seeing that you yourselves are now living? Do you do this but to thwart me?”


  Out of the gaunt-eyed throng a dead man answered him.


  “Death cannot bring forth life any more than light can be born of darkness. Despite your words we know that we are dead, and we can give birth only to death. Now be convinced of the futility of your mad scheme and allow us to return to the peace of death, and let the race of man come peacefully to its destined end.”


  Galos Gann told them darkly, “Return then to the nothingness you crave, since you cannot serve my purpose. But know that not now and not ever shall I relinquish my purpose to perpetuate the race.”


  The dead answered him not, but turning their backs upon him moved in a silent, trampling throng through the streets of the city toward that low, squat building which they knew.


  They passed without any word down the spiral stair to the blue-lit chamber of the crypts, and there each lay down once more in the crypt that was his. And the two women who had given birth lay down with their strange, dead little infants at their breasts. Then each drew over his crypt the stone lid that had covered it, until all were covered once more. And again there was solemn silence in the pictured burial-chamber of Zor.


  Up in his high tower Galos Gann had watched them go, and there for two days and nights he brooded over the again-silent city.


  He said to himself, “It seems my hope was vain and that in truth humanity dies with me, since those who were dead cannot be the progenitors of future men. For where in all the world are there any living men and women such as alone will serve my ends?”


  This he said, and then of a sudden a thought struck him that was like a dazzling and perilous lightning-flash across the brooding darkness of his mind. His brain well nigh reeled at the audacity of the thing it had suddenly conceived; yet such was the desperation of his purpose that he seized quakingly upon even this unearthly expedient.


  He muttered to himself, “There are no living men and women in the world today. But what of the trillions of men and women who have existed on Earth in the past? Those trillions are separated from me by the abyss of time. Yet if I could somehow reach across that abyss, I could draw many living people out of the past into dead Zor.”


  The brain of Galos Gann fired to that staggering thought. And he, the greatest scientist Earth had ever possessed, began that night the audacious attempt to draw across the gulf of ages living men and women who would father a new race.


  Day after day, as the sun blazed on silent Zor, and night after night as the majestic stars wheeled above it, the withered scientist toiled in his laboratories. And gradually there grew up the great cylindrical mechanism of brass and quartz that was to pierce time.


  At last the mighty mechanism was finished and Galos Gann prepared to begin his unthinkably daring attempt. Despite the inflexibility of his resolve, his soul quaked within him as he laid hand upon the switches that controlled the great machine. For well he knew that in attempting to thrust an arm across the awful gulf of time he was so outraging and rending the inmost frame of the cosmos that vast cataclysm might well result. Yet Galos Gann, driven by his unshaken determination, closed the switches with a trembling hand.


  There came a crash of cosmic thunder and a hissing of blinding white force that filled the cylinder, and all the dead city Zor rocked strangely on its foundations as though shaken by a mighty wind.


  Galos Gann was aware that the titanic forces he had loosed were tearing through space and time itself inside that cylinder, and riving the hitherto inviolate dimensions of the universe. The white force flamed and the thunder crashed and the city rocked until at last he convulsively opened the switches again. Then the glare and rumbling and rocking died, and as Galos Gann stared into the cylinder he cried in shrill triumph:


  “I have succeeded! The brain of Galos Gann has triumphed over time and fate!”


  For there in the cylinder stood a living man and woman who wore the grotesque cloth garments of ages before.


  He opened the door of the cylinder and the man and woman came out with slow steps. Galos Gann told them exultantly:


  “I have brought you across time to be the fountainhead of a new generation. Be not afraid! You are but the first of very many people I shall bring out of the past in the same way.”


  The man and woman looked at Galos Gann, and suddenly they laughed. Their laughter was not of mirth but was a maniac shrieking. Wildly, insanely, the man and woman laughed. And Galos Gann saw that they were both utterly mad.


  Then he understood. By dint of superhuman science he had contrived to bring their living bodies across the gulf of ages unharmed, but in so doing he had destroyed their minds. Not any science beneath the sun could draw their minds over the abyss of time without wrecking them, for the mind is not of matter and does not obey the laws of matter. Yet Galos Gann was so possessed of his mighty plan that he refused to relinquish it.


  “I will bring more across time,” he told himself, “and surely some of them will come through with minds unharmed.”


  So again and again in the nights and days that followed, he operated the great mechanism and with its potent grasp snatched many scores of men and women out of their proper time and brought them across the millenniums to Zor. But always, though he brought their bodies through unharmed, he could not bring their minds; so that it was only mad men and women who came from the cylinder, out of every age and land.


  These mad people dwelt in Zor in a most frightful fashion, roaming its streets so that no corner of the city was beyond the sound of their insane shrieking. They ascended the somber towers and raved and gibbered from them at the dead city and at the barren desert beyond it. It seemed that even the insensate city grew fearful of the crazed horde whom it housed, for the city of the mad was more awful than had been the city of the dead.


  Finally Galos Gann ceased to draw men and women out of the past, for he saw that never could he hope to bring them through sane. For a time he strove to replace the minds of these crazed people which had been destroyed. But he saw that that too was beyond the power of any material science.


  Then in that shrieking city of madness which was the last city on Earth, Galos Gann grew afraid that he too was going mad. He felt a desire to scream with the others through the dark streets.


  So in sick disgust and fear he went forth and destroyed those mad people down to the last one, giving them the release of death. And Zor again knew silence as the last man solitary walked its ways.


  Finally there came a day when Galos Gann walked onto his balcony and looked fixedly out over the white and barren desert.


  He said, “I sought to bring new men out of death, and then out of time, but neither from death nor time it seems can come those to prolong the race. How can I hope to produce men in a little moment of time when it required millioned millions of years for the forces of nature to produce them? So I shall produce the new race in the way that the old was produced. I shall change the face of Earth so that new life may spring from it as it did long ago, and in time that life will evolve once more into men.”


  Animated by that colossal resolve, Galos Gann, the last and mightiest scientist of Earth, began an awesome task that would hitherto have never even been dreamed of by any man.


  He first assembled all the forces of which his race had had knowledge, and many of which he himself had discovered. And he devised even mightier forces such as even a god might fear to unchain too lightly.


  Then Galos Gann loosed his powers and began to bore a shaft down into the solid lithosphere of the Earth. Down through sandstone and granite and gneiss he bored until he had passed down through the rock crust and was deep in the mighty core of nickel-iron which is the heart of the planet.


  In that iron core he constructed a great chamber which he fitted with the equipment and the mechanisms that he would require for the task ahead of him. And when everything he needed was in that deep chamber, he retired down to it and then collapsed and closed the shaft that led up to the surface.


  Then Galos Gann began to shake the Earth. From his deep chamber in the iron core he loosed small impulses of force at exact intervals. And the period of rhythm of these impulses was timed with perfect accuracy to the period of rhythm of the Earth.


  At first the little impulses had no effect upon the vast globe of the planet. But little by little their effect accumulated and grew stronger, until finally the whole rocky crust of the lithosphere was shaking violently.


  These stresses and strains produced immense pressures and heats within the rocks, melting much of them into lava. And this molten lava burst upward in fiery masses all around the globe, as it had done when the Earth was in its first youth.


  Galos Gann in his deep-buried chamber watched through his instruments and saw the changes taking place upon the surface of the Earth. He saw the upthrust masses of molten magma give off their imprisoned gases, and observed those gases combining to form a new hydrosphere of water-vapor clouds around the planet.


  The Earth was passing through the same changes it had passed through long ago. As its molten surface began to cool, rain began to fall from the clouds and gathered upon the torn surface of the world in new seas.


  Galos Gann watched tensely with his far-seeing, marvelous instruments, and saw complex compounds being built up along the shores of the warm seas, from carbon and hydrogen and oxygen and other elements. And beneath the photosynthetic action of the sunlight these organic compounds combined into the first beginnings of primal protoplasmic life.


  Galos Gann said then to himself, “The new cycle of Earth’s life is started. The sun’s radiation calls forth life from the inorganic elements as it did ages ago in the past. That life must evolve upward under the same conditions in the same way, and in time men will evolve from it and will again people the Earth.”


  He calculated the ages that it would take for a new human race to evolve upon the face of Earth. Then he took a carefully measured quantity of a subtle drug which he had prepared, one which suspended indefinitely every vital function of the human body and yet permitted it to remain living in a deathless sleep. He lay down upon his couch in the buried chamber inside the Earth.


  “I will sleep now in suspended animation until the new race of man has evolved,” said Galos Gann. “When I awake, Earth will again be crowded with the victorious and undying race of men, and I can go forth and look upon them and then die in peace, knowing that man lives.”


  So saying, he folded his arms upon his breast, and the drug took its effect upon him, and he slept.


  And it seemed to him that no sooner had his eyes closed and his consciousness darkened, than he was awaking again, for in sleep an eternity and a moment are the same.


  For a little, Galos Gann could not indeed believe that he had slept through the ages for which his drug had been calculated. But his chronometers that measured time by the transmutation of uranium showed him that indeed he had lain sleeping for many million millions of years.


  Then he knew that he had come to the moment of his triumph. For in those slow millenniums must have evolved the new race of men that must now people the surface of the Earth above him.


  His hands shook as he prepared to blast a new shaft up to the surface from his chamber.


  “Death is not far from me,” said Galos Gann, “but first these eyes shall look on the new race which I have created to perpetuate the old.”


  His forces pierced a shaft up through the rocky crust of the lithosphere to the surface, and borne by his powers Galos Gann rose up that shaft and emerged onto the face of Earth into the sunlight.


  He stood and looked about him. He was in the midst of a white salt desert that stretched monotonously to the horizons in all directions, and that had nowhere any hill or valley to break its blank expanse.


  A queer chill came upon the heart of Galos Gann as he stood in the glaring sunlight of the lonely desert.


  “Can it be,” he asked himself, “that the forces of nature have dried and worn the Earth just as they did long ago? Even so, somewhere on Earth must be the new races of men that time has evolved.”


  He looked in one direction after another and finally he saw on one horizon the distant spires of a city. His heart gladdened at that sight and he moved toward that city with quick and eager expectation. But when he came close to the city, he was troubled anew. For it was a city of black marble towers and minarets belted by a high black wall, and in many ways it was very like the city Zor that long ago had perished.


  He came to one of its open gates and passed into the city. And like a man in a dream he walked through the streets, turning his head this way and that. For this city was as empty of life as ancient Zor had been. Not in any of its courts or ways did there move one human shape, nor echo one human voice. And now a fatal foreboding and knowledge came upon Galos Gann, and led him into the highest tower and up to a dim and dusky hall at the tower’s top.


  There at the end of the hall sat huddled in his robes a withered, shrunken man who seemed very near to death.


  Galos Gann spoke to him in a strange voice and said, “Who are you, and where are the others of the races of men?”


  The other raised his swaying head, and peering blindly at Galos Gann he answered, “There are no others, for I am the last survivor of all the race of man.


  “Millioned millions of years ago our life began in the protoplasm of the world’s warm seas, and developed through many forms into man, and the civilization and power, of man grew great.


  “But the seas dried up, and as Earth withered, our race withered and died also, until I alone am left in this dead city. And my own death is upon me.”


  With these words, the shrunken, swaying man fell forward, and sighed once, and lay dead upon the floor.


  And Galos Gann, the last man, looked across his body at the sinking sun.


  HOLMES’ FOLLY


  Thrilling Wonder Stories, October 1937


  THE MAN’S HANDS were clenched as he faced the grinning reporters, and his gaunt, tired face was flushed a dull red, but otherwise he showed no sign of emotion.


  “My ship will take off tomorrow night and it will successfully make the first space flight, to the moon and back,” he repeated doggedly.


  “But, Doctor Holmes,” protested the immaculate, slightly supercilious representative of the New York Globe, “you can hardly blame the press and public for being skeptical, in view of your previous failures.”


  “Yeah,” rudely broke in the stocky, blatant reporter of the Daily Tab. “Four ships you’ve built, and not one of them was ever even able to leave the ground. And then you get mad because we call this one ‘Holmes’ Folly Number 5.’ ”


  John Holmes’ gaunt face flushed deeper, and his grey, toil-worn eyes showed what he felt. His lips were tightly compressed as he surveyed the half dozen men in front of him.


  There they were, grinning at him-in open incredulity and amusement, waiting for him to make a statement, so they could twist and distort it for the entertainment of the public. The thick-headed, blind public, that had laughed so loudly at him each time his four former ships had failed.


  John Holmes’ clenched fingers dug into his palms as he stood there, remembering. Then he looked beyond the grinning reporters, to the dull-looking, torpedolike metal bulk of Number 5, poised there beside his construction shacks on this bare hilltop. And from his lips burst a flood of long-repressed emotion.


  “You will all be here tomorrow night to see me fail again, won’t you?” he said in a low, taut voice to the reporters. “Waiting to mock and jeer me again, to pillory me again as a mad dreamer? Well, this time you are going to be disappointed. For this ship is going to rise, to venture out into space, for the first time in man’s history.


  “Yes, my other four ships failed. Their principle was wrong. But this time I have found the secret of interplanetary flight. The warping of gravitational lines of force! Every planet, every celestial body, radiates a gravitational field. I’ve found a way to warp the lines of force from any celestial body, focusing a great number of them upon my little ship, concentrating upon it a pull from that body so that the ship will be jerked out into space toward that other world.”


  John Holmes paused. A bitter smile came over his face as he saw that the reporters before him had not changed their skeptical expression.


  “You still do not believe?” he said softly. “Then be here tomorrow night, and see for yourselves.”


  “We’ll be here,” chuckled the Daily Tab writer. “We haven’t missed one of your shows yet.”


  “Don’t know what we’d do without you, Doctor Holmes, in a dull season like this,” another grinning reporter added.


  The reporters moved off down the hill, laughing among themselves, heading toward the village from which their satirical, mirth-provoking stories would soon hum out over the wires.


  John Holmes stood looking after them, a lank, stooping figure in the twilight, bitterness still in his eyes.


  “Fools,” he muttered to himself. “After tomorrow night, they and their kind will be worshiping at my feet, hailing me as the greatest man alive. The blind, stupid applause of the mob, as unreasoning and meaningless as its ridicule.”


  He turned, and gazed yearningly at the silent metal shape glinting vaguely in the dusk.


  “So many, many years,” he whispered. “So long, that lonely, hopeless work, those heart-breaking failures. And now, success at last. If they only knew—if they only knew that I’ve secretly tested this ship already, that already it has flashed outside the stratosphere and back again—”


  He looked upward. Stars were pricking out in the darkening sky, the dull red shield of the full moon was rising eastward.


  “That dead globe first,” he muttered. “Then the planets. One by one.”


  He could not sleep that night. He lay on the cot in the dark interior of his little cottage, watching the silver bars of moonlight, from the window slowly slant and circle the room. A hushed silence wrapped the nighted world that he was so soon to leave, a breathless, waiting suspense.


  JOHN HOLMES could stand the strain of it no longer, and at midnight he arose restlessly from his cot. He looked out of the window at the metal thing gleaming in the moonlight.


  Something was moving out there! A dark shape, stealing between the shacks toward the silver ship. Holmes’ brain sounded a frantic alarm instantly. He snatched a revolver from a desk, jerked open the door and moved with soundless swiftness through the shadows after that furtive intruder.


  Now he saw the other more clearly. It was the dark figure of a stooping man, carrying a square, heavy burden. Holmes saw the prowler put down that burden under the curving bow of the little ship. Then the intruder stealthily retreated, trailing something behind him. Trailing cords, or wires—


  Wires? Suddenly Holmes understood, with a wild throb of panic. That square burden—explosives of some sort that this prowler had placed under Number 5! Arid now the other was retreating, paying out behind him the wires that would enable him to detonate the explosive and destroy the ship.


  John Holmes ran wildly out into the open moonlight. The other had reached the edge of the hilltop, and was bending down over the wires that led back: to the ship.; He must be getting ready to detonate the charge—Holmes fired. The shot cracked thinly in the moonlight. The prowler collapsed limply, and lay feebly stirring on the ground. As the scientist ran toward him, he saw that the other was still trying to find the wires with weakly moving arms, to detonate the charge.


  Holmes was quickly upon the other and kicked the wires out of his grasp. In blind panic for his life’s work, the scientist ran back toward the ship, snatched up the wooden case of explosives from under its bow, and carried it to a safe distance. Only then, trembling and gasping from the narrowness of the escape, did he return to the man he had shot.


  That man lay unmoving now in the moonlight, his face turned to the sky. It was an oddly flat, dead-white face, button-nosed, the eyes covered by big dark spectacles. All of his body but his face was covered by dark clothing, hat and gloves.


  His arms twitched feebly. Roughly, Holmes picked him up and carried him into the cottage. He dumped him on the cot and then turned on the light. And then he turned to the limp figure on the cot, his gaunt face grim and merciless.


  “Damn you!” he muttered in hate. “What crazy idea made you want to destroy my ship? I’m glad I got you—glad you’re dying, do you hear?” The other’s voice came in a faint, hissing whisper from his thin, slitlike mouth.


  “Koro—water—”


  “You try to destroy my life’s work, on the very eve of my success, and then ask me for water,” raged John Holmes. “No, you’ll get nothing from me, not even that.”


  The odd, gashlike mouth in the dead-white face hissed feebly again. “Koro—”


  Holmes frowned wrathfully down at the dying man, his breast still seething with fury. At last he strode to the sink in the corner and brought back a cup of water that he forced roughly against the dying man’s thin lips.


  The water slopped and dribbled over the chin and coat of the other. He sighed, as Holmes took the cup away.


  “Who the devil are you?” the scientist grated. “What made you want to wreck my ship?”


  He reached down and snatched away the big dark spectacles . . . The eyes of the dying man looked up at him.


  John Holmes froze. Those eyes were not human eyes. They were enormous, round, shining, faceted eyes like those of an, insect, yet glimmering with a dying intelligence.


  Frozen, Holmes stared down into them. Then his hand reached and pulled aside the coat and shirt of the creature. The shirt was soaked with green blood. Beneath it was revealed a wholly unhuman body, covered by an exoskeleton of hard, shiny green chitin.


  A HALF dozen short, horny limbs extended along each side of this alien, arthropoid body. To two of them were attached jointed metal arms that ran through the coat sleeves to simulate human arms, and to two lower ones were affixed similar artificial legs. This was a totally unhuman and unterrestrial thing, disguised cleverly as a human.


  “In God’s name—who—what—” John Holmes choked, staring.


  The head, that unhuman head that by means of cunning surgery and white pigment and a wig had been disguised into semblance of humanity, jerked feebly. The slitlike mouth opened.


  “Orlu,” it murmured. “I have failed, Orlu—I am dying—”


  “Orlu?” repeated John Holmes frozenly.


  The fading, faceted eyes looked up into his. “I am Thai of Orlu—the world you call Mars,” the creature whispered. “My people there—all like me. Our civilization there is old—older than man—”


  The faceted, dying eyes held something strangely akin to human heartbreak.


  “Long ago we came to this Earth of yours, secretly exploring. In ships—much like this one you have built. When we found you living, intelligent creatures here, we thought at first—to make ourselves known to you. So that we of Orlu and you of. Earth might travel and trade between our worlds.


  “But—when we saw the nature of your people, we saw it could not be. Fierce, cruel, avid for conquest, these hordes of man—they would not be our friends. They would take what we could teach them, but once they learned from us how to build ships of space they would sooner or later descend in them on Orlu—conquer my peaceful people, exterminate us as they have exterminated other species here. We saw that they must not learn of us, must not learn how to build ships that would take them to Orlu—” The hissing whisper that was Thai’s voice grew weaker, charged with infinite despair.


  “A few of our race, disguised as human beings, were left here. Their mission, to prevent men from learning how to venture into space. But we few—it was hard for us to live long on this alien world, we died one by one. I, Thai, am the last of the secret spies of Orlu on this world. And I—I have failed my people—


  “Yes, the doom of my race is at my door. I knew when I read of your new ship that it would succeed, would pierce space and enable your people at last to descend on Orlu. I came to destroy the ship and you. And I failed—failed—”


  John Holmes listened like a man in a dream. The faceted eyes of Thai were losing their light, the intelligence behind them slipping away. The thick green blood flowed more rapidly from the bullet hole in the creature’s chitin breast.


  Silence, a deep silence of moments in which the creature on the cot and the man of Earth stared at each other. Then the multiple arthropoid limbs of Thai stirred weakly in a last, nerveless twitch.


  “To die so far from Orlu,” he whispered. “On this alien world—”


  Suddenly the grotesque limbs were still, the faceted eyes blank and dead. John Holmes, his gaunt face a rigid mask, stood looking down at the dead creature on the cot for a long time.


  Then, moving slowly, he took a spade from a corner and went out into the moonlight to begin digging a grave for Thai of Orlu.


  I was the following night, and the crowd that had gathered on the hilltop was so dense that watchful authorities had strung a rope barrier around John Holmes’ workshop and ship. A monotone of chatting, laughing voices rose from the crowd as they waited. Photographers were preparing their cameras, and expectant reporters waited.


  A gay shout went up from the crowd.


  “Here he comes! There’s Holmes!”


  “Bring us back a piece of green cheese from the moon, Holmes!” a voice shouted.


  There was a roar of laughter, and it was followed by other barbed jests.


  “Try to get her a foot off the ground this time, won’t you?”


  “How about us giving you a shove to get you started, Holmes?”


  John Holmes did not appear to hear the chorus of mocking’ shouts as he walked steadily from his cottage toward the little ship. His gaunt face was set and colorless, and he paid no heed to the popping flashlights of the grinning photographers, or the rapid-fire questions of the reporters who ran alongside him.


  At the door of the ship he turned, and spoke for the first time.


  “You had better stand back,” he told the newspapermen. “There will be a backrush of air when the ship leaves the earth.”


  “That’s all right—we’ll take a chance,” grinned one of the reporters.


  “Get set to snap the ship as she goes, up!” another called mock-seriously to, the photographers.


  A wave of laughter went up as the crowd heard the joke. It „was punctuated by a steady, grinding sound as John Holmes entered the little ship and screwed shut the round door.


  The laughter and calling voices died away into silence, as a steady humming became audible from inside the craft. The humming grew louder.


  For a moment, there was almost an air of suspense in the crowd. A few of the reporters began to edge back, nervous.


  Then suddenly there came a loud, crashing bang from inside the ship. It was followed by dead silence. The humming had abruptly stopped.


  A roar of mirth crashed up from the crowd, and the chorus of. laughing cries broke forth anew.


  “She’s busted, just like the others!” The round door of the ship opened, and John Holmes came slowly out, his shoulders sagging, defeat written on his face.


  “The mechanism failed—wrecked itself,” he said tonelessly to the reporters. “Number 5—” he seemed to swallow hard—“Number 5 is a failure, like my other ships.”


  “That’s all right, Doctor Holmes,” the newspapermen told him, trying in vain to hide their smiles. “You can build another ship; you’ll hit on it yet.”


  John Holmes shook his head dully. “No, I will never build another ship. Space travel—space travel is beyond human science, as yet.”


  The crowd drifted away down the hill, still laughing. A few souvenir hunters prowled around the ship for a while, staring curiously at John Holmes standing motionless by the door of the craft. Then they followed the others.


  John Holmes found himself alone. He could hear the voices of the last of the crowd, drifting back tip the hill to him through the moonlight.


  “The old crank sure worked long enough at it before he got some sense, didn’t he?”


  A laugh, and, “I guess five Holmes Follies were enough even for him.” John Holmes turned slowly and looked in through the open door into his ship, at the mechanism in there that he had just deliberately wrecked with his own hands. He stared at it a long while, an infinite aching in his eyes.


  But when he turned his gaze toward the spot beside his cottage where the spy of Orlu lay buried, he nodded slowly. And he spoke, as though to the dead creature in that grave.


  “You of Orlu were right, Thai,” he whispered. “It is not time yet for we men to venture out into space, to carry our wars and persecutions and conquests to other, peaceful worlds.


  “Maybe, some day when we have put aside hate and war and conquest, another John Holmes will build another ship. Some day—”


  WHEN SPACE BURST


  Thrilling Wonder Stories, December 1937


  “TEN BILLION MILES!” cried John Haley exultantly. “The furthest any ship has ever gone outside the Solar System!”


  Mart Allinson nodded, his eyes glistening with emotion.


  “The Pioneer has done it, John. Our ship—our dream.”


  The two young men stood in the pilot house of the little space ship, peering out into the star-gemmed blackness of interstellar space. Out there amid the thronging stars burned a bright yellow one. It was the sun of their own Solar System. Their ship was so far out from it that it appeared to be only another star.


  They were alone in the glassite-walled pilot house. A deep silence reigned, for the atomic generators and rockets had been cut off. The ship was drifting in the void, having blazed a trail more distant than any ship had ever gone before.


  “I knew we’d set a new record!” Haley was saying, his square, rugged face alight. “Mart, where’s Doctor Rider? He must certify our record for us officially.”


  “He’s still in the observatory cell,” Allinson answered. “You go see him—I’ll wait here at the controls.”


  Haley flung open the door of the pilot house and hurried down a ladder and back along the main corridor of the little torpedo-shaped ship. He met lank, dour Angus Anders, their engineer.


  “Lad, we did it, didn’t we?” asked Anders anxiously. “We set a new record?”


  “We did, Angus, and the credit goes to you for the way you pushed those generators,” Haley told him. “You’ll likely be decorated by the Earth Government when we get home.”


  “Bah—who wants a fancy medal,” scoffed Anders, though a grin cracked his craggy face.


  Haley hurried on along the corridor and threw open the door that gave entrance to the observatory cell. This was a small room crowded with astro-physical instruments. Telescopes and spectroscopes loomed here, their lenses set in the ship’s outer wall.


  Doctor Thomas Rider’s spare, elderly figure was hunched at one of the instruments, and his slim, vibrant, redheaded young daughter waited anxiously beside him. She was her famous father’s assistant, and it was to further his abstruse researches in cosmic physics that the Earth Government had financed construction of the Pioneer.


  “Doctor Rider, our space log shows ten billion miles since we left the orbit of Pluto,” said Haley excitedly. “We want you to certify it for us now.”


  “Quiet, John!” said Ethel Rider quickly, in a low and urgent voice. “Don’t disturb him now.”


  Doctor Rider had not turned from hi6 taut crouch at the telescopic instrument, had not even heard. The astrophysicist’s superhuman concentration indicated something unusual. And now Haley noticed that Ethel’s vivid face was pale and strained, that her grey-green eyes were deep with strange dread.


  “Why, what’s the matter, Red?” he asked her puzzledly. “What’s your father doing?”


  “He’s rechecking observations we made on the outward trip,” Ethel told him. “We’ve gone over our calculations three times and we’re sure that they are right. If the observations on which we based them prove correct, too, it means something terrible, means that—”


  Doctor Rider suddenly turned, and Haley’s heart missed a beat as he saw the wild expression on the scientist’s ordinarily austere face, the fixed horror in his eyes.


  “Father?” cried Ethel imploringly. “The—the observations check, Ethel,” Doctor Rider said huskily. He turned toward Haley. “John, give orders to start the Pioneer back toward the Solar System at once, at full speed!”


  “But I don’t see—you’ve not certified our record yet—” objected Haley, stunned.


  “Your record?” the scientist shouted wildly. “What does your record mean now? What does anything mean in the face of what’s going to happen? Give the order, I tell you!”


  Driven by the fierce command, John Haley opened the door and yelled down the corridor: “Angus! Start the generators at once. Mart, stand by for a quick start as soon as the generators are going!”


  He turned, facing Dr. Rider.


  “In five minutes we can have the rocket-tubes going,” he exclaimed. “But what in the world is it that’s going to happen?”


  “The greatest event in the history of the cosmos is about to take place,” the shaken scientist told him. “Haley, a cosmic collapse is imminent, may come at any moment. Space, the space of our cosmos, is about to burst!” Haley stared at him stupefied. “Can’t you understand?” the doctor went on. “You know that space, our ordinary three-dimensional space which makes up our cosmos, is not infinite but finite—is curved in a fourth dimension. It is so curved back on itself that it forms a great sphere, floating in the four-dimensional abyss.


  “And you must know, too, that spherical space is expanding, stretching out like a great bubble being blown up. Why, Eddington and De Sitter and all those other old scientists of five hundred years ago knew that. The bubble of our space has expanded like that for ages and it has been getting too big! It has got so big, the strain on it so great, that now it is about to burst!”


  Doctor Rider’s thin face was colorless and his hands were trembling violently as he continued.


  “I made this trip outside the Solar System in the Pioneer so that out here, away from the distorting gravitational forces of the sun, I could study this space strain. I’ve been studying it during all our outward trip.


  “My observations and calculations show infallibly that the strain of expansion has become so great that our spherical continuum of space is going to pop like a breaking balloon. Space will be ripped to fragments at any moment, and those fragments will henceforward be separated from each other by a four-dimensional gulf in which there is no space!”


  “God, and we’re ten billion miles outside our System!” cried Haley. The full terrible nature of the menace unfolded in his brain. “If we can only get back there, at least, before the thing happens—”


  He lunged out of the small room into the corridor, running desperately toward the pilot house with Doctor Rider and Ethel close on his heels. The whole fabric of the Pioneer was quivering to the rising drone of the great generators, as they disintegrated matter into atomic force that would be poured out of the rocket-tubes in blasting streams of fire.


  Haley burst into the pilot house, and Mart Allinson’s keen, youthful face flashed alarm as he saw his friend’s countenance. In incoherent, tumbled words, Haley tried to explain, and saw Allinson’s expression freeze into incredulous horror.


  Doctor Rider was climbing into the pilot house ahead of Ethel.


  “Start, Haley! Start at once!” he cried.


  Haley reached for some small shining levers in the bank of complex controls before him, jammed them rapidly downward. The Pioneer shook with a tremendous shock and roar as all the stern tubes blasted at once. The three men and the girl in the pilot house were pressed against the rear wall by the sudden start. Quickly the ship gathered speed, heading toward the bright yellow star of their own System. Then—


  “Look, it’s happening! It’s happening now!” Doctor Rider cried wildly.


  Their faces ghastly, frozen masks, all looked out through the glassite wall at the most stupendous thing that had ever happened or ever would happen in the cosmos.


  The stars had suddenly gone mad in the heavens! They were cometing through the sky with nightmare, incredible speed, great swarms of them driving away from each other. The firmament itself seemed splitting, great rifts of blackness appearing here and there, cracks in cosmic space itself.


  Such a widening crack appeared between the speeding Pioneer and the distant Solar System. It widened with the swiftness of thought into blackness. The Solar System and all the stars beyond it abruptly vanished from their vision.


  “My God!” yelled Doctor Rider. “Space has burst and we’re caught in a section closed from our Solar System. We’re—”


  “Look at that!” cried Mart Allinson hoarsely, pointing back up through the glassite roof of the pilot house. “Suns running mad—that one’s coming right at us!”


  The hair stood up on John Haley’s head as he looked up. The sky behind the Pioneer still held many stars and some of these stars were approaching the ship with delirious speed, enlarging with ghastly rapidity.


  Already one of the stars had expanded to fill a quarter of the heavens behind them, a colossal white sun whose blinding glare drenched them through the glassite walls. It was rushing straight upon them with inconceivable velocity.


  Then, as the white sun bore down on them in that wild storm of stars, the Pioneer was seized by immense forces and batted through the void like a chip. They were flung violently to the floor of the pilot house, John Haley’s head hit the floor with a crack, and he felt Ethel fall across him as consciousness left him.


  Haley came back to awareness of his surroundings, feeling supporting arms that quivered as they held him.


  “He’s coming to, Ethel,” said a reassuring voice that he recognized as that of Doctor Rider.


  Haley opened his eyes, then was forced to close them a moment by the glare of intense white sunlight. He opened them again in a moment, more cautiously.


  He lay on the pilot house floor, his head held by Ethel Rider, her tear-stained face bent over him. Doctor Rider, pale and shaken, was stooping to him, and beyond he glimpsed Mart Allinson with a bleeding cut on his forehead, and the craggy, anxious face of Angus Anders.


  “What—what happened?” Haley faltered. “The Pioneer—”


  “The ship wasn’t harmed, John,” said Mart quickly. “We’re safe—for the time being.”


  “Aye, for the time being,” muttered Anders grimly. “How long we’re going to live is a different matter.” Haley staggered to his feet, helped by Ethel. Leaning on the girl’s firm little shoulder, he looked bewilderly out through the transparent wall.


  Out there in black space, only a few hundred million miles from the Pioneer, glared the huge white sun he had last seen rushing upon them. Now it blazed serenely motionless in the void. Beyond it was visible a sky of sparse and scattered stars that also had ceased entirely their crazy gyrations.


  “That white sun!” exclaimed Haley. “It was thundering right down on us—I thought we’d crash into it.”


  “We almost did,” Doctor Rider said soberly. “It just happened that the Pioneer was not directly in the sun’s path. As it was, we were of course caught in the star’s gravitational grip.”


  “But the Solar System—our own sun?” cried Haley, his eyes hopefully searching the strange new heavens. “Where—”


  The scientist shook his head somberly, and Haley saw the same dark foreboding on the faces of the others.


  “We are cut off forever now from our own Solar System, John,” said Doctor Rider. “The spherical space of the cosmos burst, as you saw, into fragments. We are caught in a different fragment of space from the fragment which holds our Solar System, are separated from it by an unnavigable four-dimensional abyss.


  “The patch of space we happened to be in when the bursting occurred at once closed up on itself to form a smaller space-sphere like the former vast one of the cosmos. Such closing of space which contains matter is inevitable, due to the distortion of space by the gravitation of the matter it holds. It was the sudden closing up of this remnant of space which brought that formerly distant white sun suddenly near us. Just as two points far-separated on a sheet of paper can be suddenly brought close together by rolling the paper up into a circle.”


  “But how are we going to get back to our own Solar System?” asked Haley.


  “We can never get back to it,” said the scientist sadly. “The gulf of the fourth dimension forever separates the space of this tiny cosmos from the space of that other little new cosmos which now holds the Solar System.” The full, freezing force of the situation came home to John Haley’s heart. The cruel, bitter irony of it bit into his soul. That he should have toiled so long to build the ship, that he should have spent so many weary weeks forging out from the Solar System, only to cut himself and his friends and the girl he loved away from their home forever!


  “Surely there’s some way of getting back, Doctor!” he exclaimed desperately. “We can’t just give up.”


  Doctor Rider shook his head. “I’m afraid we must, John. We are three-dimensional matter and as such we cannot leave this three-dimensional space; we cannot enter or cross the four-dimensional abyss which separates us from our System.”


  “But couldn’t we use a tremendously powerful vibratory force to propel the ship suddenly through that four-dimensional void?” Haley insisted. “I’ve heard such a thing proposed many times. Physicists have pointed out that a man leads an almost two-dimensional existence on the surface of Earth, utilizing only slightly the vast third dimension of depth; that, by using thousands of times his own power, he has been able to propel himself into this third dimension in an airplane. Why can’t we project this three-dimensional ship through the fourth in the same way, by a sudden tremendous application of force?”


  The elderly scientist’s somber face remained impassive as he answered.


  “Theoretically it is possible, John. We could rig a projector and do it easily, if we had enough power. But we haven’t—it would require a thousand times more power than the generators of the Pioneer could produce, so it’s out of the question.”


  “What are we going to do, then?” pursued Haley. “We’ve got to do something—we can’t just float around this sun in our ship until our air and rations are gone.”


  Mart Allinson interrupted, a slight gleam of hope on his keen face.


  “We’ve a little chance, John. Before you regained consciousness, Doctor Rider discovered that this sun has one planet, a large world not very far from us. We’re going to head toward it, and maybe it will be habitable.” Haley nodded slowly.


  “It looks like the only thing we can do. If it only has a breathable atmosphere and edible vegetation on it, it will give us a respite at least.”


  Soon the rocket-tubes were blasting strongly, propelling the Pioneer toward the speck of steady light that was the distant planet. It was almost lost to sight in the tremendous glare of its great parent sun.


  Haley watched the planet slowly grow larger in view, peering from the pilot house while Mart Allinson handled the controls. Dark forebodings clouded his mind despite himself. He foresaw at the best a horrible, lingering existence of utter isolation to which death might be preferable.


  He discovered suddenly that Ethel Rider was watching beside him, her grey-green eyes fixed too on that distant world.


  “John, what kind of life will it be for us on that world?” she asked. “Four men and one girl—cut off forever from the rest of our race. Marooned for the rest of our lives, without hope.”


  “Don’t think of that, Red,” he said brusquely, putting an arm around her slim, quivering shoulders and drawing her bright head against him. “Things will work out somehow.”


  “I wish almost that our ship had fallen into that sun,” she whispered. “It would have been better than this dreadful isolation far across the Universe from our own world.”


  He could find nothing to say to that. He knew with terrible certainty that she was right. Yet the old human instinct to struggle until the last possible moment, to fight blindly until the very instant death closed down, persisted in him.


  He watched intently with the girl as the planet ahead loomed larger. It was twice the diameter of Earth, Haley saw, a big pale globe spinning here in the terrific glare of the diamond-white sun.


  Mart Allinson was expertly using the bow rocket-tubes to break their fall as the Pioneer rushed in toward the planet. The ship shot downward with a smooth rush, through a gaseous envelope that screamed loudly against its walls.


  “By heaven, it’s got an atmosphere of some kind, at least!” Haley exclaimed tensely. “If it’s only breathable!”


  “Father’s down in the observatory cell now, checking it,” Ethel said. Then she cried, “But John, look—”


  He stared down with an amazement equalling hers as the surface of this alien world rushed up toward them. The landscape below was a barren, desert one of endless white rock and sand and it all was faintly shining. A pale, eerie glow came from every particle of its surface.


  “That’s queer,” he muttered as Allinson maneuvered the ship in a circle before landing. “That shining—” Doctor Rider rushed suddenly into the pilot house.


  “Don’t land, Mart!” he yelled. “If you do, we’re lost—this whole world is one of radioactive matter that will burn and destroy us!”


  The craft had been dipping low for the landing at that moment, but Mart Allinson acted with instinctive swiftness, jamming the rocket controls over hard.


  The Pioneer tore upward screamingly with a jerk that flung them all once more against the wall. At that frenzied speed, they were out of the planet’s atmosphere in a few minutes.


  Doctor Rider wiped his glistening brow with an unsteady hand.


  “That was close!” he whispered. “I was down in the observatory cell checking the atmosphere. I’d just found that it was a deadly compound of radioactive gases, when I noticed by my other instruments that this whole world is highly radioactive. Every atom in it is unstable, emitting terrific radiation!”


  John Haley, whose face had suddenly become strange, exclaimed, “A radioactive world? But that means—”


  “It; means that our last chance is gone,” Doctor Rider said bitterly. “This sun has no other planets—we’re doomed to float here in space until we starve or die for lack of air.”


  “Couldn’t we reach one of those other stars in the Pioneer?” suggested Mart Allinson desperately, pointing through the wall to the sparse stars glittering beyond the huge white sun. “Surely some of them have habitable worlds.”


  Doctor Rider shook his head. “They’re too far from us—I’ve already checked their approximate distances and the nearest is over a light-year away. No, our bolt is shot. We’re marooned here in a zone of space forever separated from the space of our own Solar System, and we can’t live here for very long.”


  He looked them all squarely in the face.


  “I don’t know what you people think, but I believe it would be better for us to open the space doors of the ship and die in a moment, than to prolong our existence into the horrible death of starvation or suffocation.”


  “Yes, it would be far better!” Ethel Rider cried. She turned to Haley. “We don’t want to see each other die in torture, do we?”


  But John Haley’s face was flaming from excitement.


  “Will you all stop this talk of dying and listen to what I’ve been trying to say?” he cried hoarsely. “We don’t need to die at all—we have a chance to live, to get back to our own System!”


  He pointed down through the wall to the palely shining world beneath.


  “You said that was a world of radioactive matter, Doctor. All right, you ought to know that if you use radioactive matter instead of ordinary stable matter to disintegrate in atomic generators, you get thousands of times more power.


  “If we get a hundred pounds of that radioactive soil and use it in our generators we can produce tremendously greater power. Enough power to do what I was talking of, to hurl the Pioneer temporarily out of three dimensions into the fourth, to project it back across the four-dimensional abyss to the space remnant that now holds our Solar System!”


  Doctor Rider’s eyes were suddenly narrowed, bright.


  “It could be done,” he whispered hopefully. He turned to Anders. “How long would the generators hold up, using radioactive matter for fuel, Angus?”


  Angus Anders shook his big head grimly.


  “Not for more than five or ten minutes! Why, that glowing stuff would wreck the generators with its emanated forces in that little time, for sure.”


  “Yet that might be time enough!”


  Rider exclaimed. “If we can actually project the ship into the fourth, our crossing of the abyss should be nearly instantaneous. For our ordinary three-dimensional time does not operate in the fourth.”


  Then the scientist’s face fell.


  “But we’re forgetting something. How can we even get any of that matter into the ship? We can’t land on that world—it would be fatal to the ship.”


  “We don’t have to land,” Haley declared quickly. “We can hang motionless a few hundred feet above the ground, and you can let me down, in my space suit, by a rope. I’ll take a lead container and fill it with the radioactive soil.”


  “And you’ll be burned, perhaps fatally, while you’re doing it,” the scientist said grimly. “A metal space suit won’t keep out the deadly radiations down there, John.”


  “My suit will!” Haley exclaimed. “I had it fitted a year ago with a special ray-proof lining so that I could explore a radioactive volcano on one of the airless satellites of Saturn. You can let me down and I can get the stuff without danger.


  “Head back down to the surface, Mart, and hold the ship steady five hundred feet up,” he directed hastily. “Angus, I want you to lower me from the space-lock.”


  Within a few minutes, the Pioneer was poised five hundred feet above the shining surface of the deadly planet, its rocket-tubes purring just enough to hold it suspended there.


  Haley and the engineer entered the keel space-lock of the ship and donned metal space suits, then opened the trap in the floor, letting the air puff out. Then Angus Anders carefully lowered Haley at the end of a thin, strong metal rope. Tied to the belt of the descending young man’s suit was a large covered leaden box and a small spade.


  The others watched tensely from the lower windows of the poised ship as John Haley’s metal-clad form dropped at the rope’s end toward the shining soil. They saw him alight and start to work with frantic speed, shoveling the glowing soil into the container. In a few moments they could see him swaying erratically, staggering.


  “The greater gravitation of this world must be getting him,” Doctor Rider said tautly. “There, he’s got the container full. Angus is hauling him up.”


  With the heavy leaden box dangling at his belt, John Haley was rising again toward the ship. Cold fear clutched Ethel’s heart as she saw how limply Haley hung. As soon as he was inside the space-lock, the door slammed shut and released air hissed into the lock as the engineer turned a valve.


  Angus Anders then tore his space suit off and shouted to Mart Allinson, up in the pilot house.


  “All right, get up away from here! We daren’t stay this near that devil world for long.”


  Allinson sent the Pioneer flying up through the poisonous atmosphere. Meanwhile, Ethel and her father were helping the engineer take the space suit off Haley’s limp figure.


  As they pulled off the helmet, Haley’s face emerged, white and with eyes closed. Ethel uttered a choked cry of horror as they took off the suit. John Haley’s body bore terrible blue burns that were deepest on his hands and legs.


  “The radioactive emanations down there have burned him badly!” Doctor Rider cried.


  “I’ll get the first-aid kit!” exclaimed Anders as he raced toward the generator room. He was back in a moment with a case from which he took a silver box of white paste. Swiftly he smeared this on the unconscious John Haley’s burns.


  “Stuff is meant for use in atomic blast burns,” muttered the engineer as he worked. “But it’s good for radioactive burns too—will neutralize them before they work deeper into him.”


  Haley opened his eyes, his face twisted by pain.


  “You got the lead box all right?” he mumbled. “I was afraid—I’d drop it—”


  “Lad, what went wrong?” Anders demanded anxiously. “The ray-proof lining of your space suit must have been faulty—it certainly didn’t keep out the emanations down there.”


  John Haley grinned weakly.


  “That suit has no ray-proof lining,” he confessed. “I just told you that—I knew you’d not let me go down there for the stuff if I didn’t. And we had to have it!”


  Ethel bit her lip, and her eyes blinked with unshed tears. Her small hands tightened around his burned ones as she said in a choking voice, “John—”


  “I’ll be all right, Red,” Haley reassured her. He stirred and struggled weakly to his feet, with their help. “There’s no time to lose. We’ve got to rig the projector at the stern that will fling the Pioneer through the fourth dimension. And you, doctor, will have to compute the direction we must take across the abyss to hit the space zone of our Solar System. Can you do it?”


  “I think I can,” said Doctor Rider, though there was haunting doubt in his eyes. “I’ll have to calculate by pure mathematics the position which that other cosmic fragment of space would have assumed relative to this one—a problem no astrophysicist ever tried before.”


  “Start on it at once, then,” John Haley urged. “Angus, you help me back to the stern and I’ll try to help you and Mart rig the projector.” Eight hours later, the work was done. During that time the Pioneer had floated motionless out in space away from the devil world, and there had been feverish activity by Mart and Angus back in the tube-rooms at the stern. Haley, sitting weakly in a chair, with Ethel clinging to his side, had supervised.


  The projector was ready, the simple mechanism that was to hurl the ship and all in it across the awful extra-cosmic breech that no human beings had ever entered before. The thing was a large metal cone, its apex fitted back into the conical stern of the ship. From the cone would radiate forward the vast force that must thrust every atom of the ship through alien dimensional gulfs. Connections ran from the cone through complicated transformers and condensers to the great generators. The switches were in the pilot house.


  Doctor Rider finally emerged MW from the observatory cell. The scientist staggered a little, and his face was dead white and shining with perspiration from his long ordeal. He handed Haley a slip of paper.


  “That—that’s the direction the ship must be pointing when you turn on the force. It should hurl us straight across the gulf to the space remnant that holds our System.”


  Then he suddenly added torturedly, “God, if my calculations have erred! We’ll be flung through the fourth dimension far across infinity, perhaps into some utterly alien universe!”


  “Steady, Doctor,” Haley said quietly. “We all know the chances we’re taking.”


  “Ready to start the generators, Angus?” he asked the engineer.


  Angus Anders nodded, his craggy face a tight mask.


  “I don’t dare put that radioactive matter into them until we’re all set to go, lad.”


  “We’re set now,” Haley told him. “Use only ordinary matter in two generators—we’ll need them if we do make it to the Solar System. Feed the radioactive soil to all the others.”


  Anders, without a word, opened the leaden box of shining soil that Haley had secured at such cost to himself. Using long leaden gloves, the engineer rapidly shoveled pounds of the glowing matter into the hopper of each generator, save for two.


  The great generators began instantly to purr, a humming that waxed swiftly into a thunderous drone. They rocked on their bases, the whole ship quivering wildly, as the disintegration of the radioactive matter in them produced a power thousands of times above the normal.


  John Haley watched like a carven statue as the dial-needles on the wall mounted rapidly. The terrific power now being produced by the generators was being stored up in the condensers, ready to be released from the conical projector at the stern in one colossal bolt.


  “Generators are starting to crumble a little already,” remarked Angus calmly over the thunderous droning.


  The mechanisms were giving off a feeble luminosity, beginning to disintegrate slightly around the edges.


  “We’ll have enough power in the condensers in a few minutes, if those generators just hold up,” Haley said nervously. “Try to keep them going, Angus, I’ve got to make ready for the start.”


  With Ethel and Allinson helping him, and Doctor Rider following, Haley climbed, to the pilot house. There, using the power of the two normally functioning generators, he carefully swerved the Pioneer so that it lay in space pointing along the course the astrophysicist had computed.


  Then Haley waited, his hand on the switch of the projector, the control that would release the condensers’ stored power in one vast surge. They started as there came a loud crash from the generator-room, audible above the humming mechanisms.


  “Two of the generators just went to pieces,” Anders cried out. “The rest are going fast but we’ll have power enough in about a minute. Stand by!”


  “Standing by!” Haley cried back, his hand tight on the handle of the switch.


  “I’m not afraid, John!” exclaimed Ethel, her face taut with emotion. “I’m not!”


  “Good girl, Red,” whispered Haley with a strained smile.


  The crash of more crumbling generators sounded below. Immediately following it, came Angus Ander’s high-pitched yell:


  “Let her go!”


  Click! Haley’s hand convulsively closed the switch.


  Then it was like the end of everything. A stupendous shock of force that seemed to Haley to be wrenching the atoms of his body one from another. A terrible vertigo, a feeling of falling into fathomless depths.


  He forced himself to keep his eyes open. Doctor Rider had sunk to his knees; Ethel lay in an unconscious heap on the floor and Allinson was clutching a stanchion for support.


  Through the glassite front wall the Universe was a nightmare before his eyes! The scattered stars that had formerly extended normally away from them in all directions were now all behind them, and were curved in a crazy geometry his eyes could not completely apprehend. He saw this little cosmos as a weirdly angled sphere, an insanely proportioned island of three-dimensional space floating in extra-spatial abysms.


  The Pioneer was being hurled through those black abysses outside space at incalculable velocities. Ahead, like shining bubbles, glittered other continuums of space, each holding hundreds or thousands of suns. One of them was dead ahead, its appearance and exaggerated proportions changing crazily as the ship neared it.


  John Haley could never remember whether it seemed ages to him or only instants that the craft rushed through the four-dimensional abyss. In that dimensional realm, time was different and not to be understood by his human senses. He only knew that somehow the Pioneer was finally driving like a bolt of lightning into the great sphere of curved space that was their goal.


  And once inside it, the ship was driving through suns and worlds. They were merely a flare of light or an instant of darkness, and the ship was through them. Their three-dimensional matter was unreal to the ship moving through four dimensions.


  Haley’s eyes searched frantically amid those hundreds of stars. At last he recognized amid the vastly altered constellations the yellow star of his own sun blazing dead ahead. In the instant that he reached wildly to throw off the switch, that star loomed up as a flaring sun, the tiny, slow-circling light-specks of its planets around it.


  The switch clicked open in Haley’s hands. He felt again, more cruelly, that awful wrenching force that tore at every atom in his body, as the projector ceased functioning and the ship and all in it snapped back to normal.


  Haley recovered enough strength to draw himself up and peer shakily from the pilot house window. Out there now, space looked normal again. The insane curving of geometry was gone, and there stretched a black vault that held a thin cloud of scattered stars.


  Amid those stars shone the bright yellow sun, no more than a few hundred million miles away. They were well inside the orbit of Jupiter, he discovered. The Pioneer was drifting aimlessly in space. He managed to revive Allinson, who staggered down to the generator room. Ethel and her father were already showing signs of consciousness.


  When Allinson came back with Angus Anders, they found Haley holding Ethel tightly in his arms.


  “John, we’re all right now!” cried Allinson. “We can use the two generators still left us to limp along to Earth.”


  Doctor Rider’s eyes were brilliant with excitement.


  “We crossed the four-dimensional gulf, ventured outside space itself for the first time in history! Do you realize what that means, John? Do you realize that it can be done again, that—”


  John Haley, bending over a bright red head buried on his chest, did not even hear.


  EASY MONEY


  Thrilling Wonder Stories, April 1938


  IT WAS A dirty frame-up, that’s what it was! And it was a nutty one, too—this old Doc Murtha who framed me was so nutty he tried to tell me that I’d been clean off the Earth, that I’d been on another world. Can you tie that?


  Me, I’m Slugger Martin—profession, middleweight, age, thirty. Ten years ago I nearly knocked out the champion, only he knocked me out first. Well, ten years is a lifetime for a leather pusher, and that’s how come on this morning I was holding down a bench in Battery Park and wondering mighty gloomy just how I was going to eat.


  Then up stepped this Doc Murtha. He was a shriveled-up little cuss with a waspy look, who had been eyeing me for ten minutes. He wore an old rusty black suit and hat, and he came over to me now and fixed his beady eye on me.


  “Young man,” he said to me in a kind of severe voice, “how would you like a job?”


  “I’d like one if there was no work connected with it, pop,” I told him, figuring he was just another busybody.


  “Don’t call me pop,” he snapped. “I’m Doctor Francis Murtha, discoverer of the Murtha electron-wave effect.”


  “Never heard of it,” I told him. “I’m Slugger Martin, who went nine rounds with Tiger McGinty.”


  “Never heard of him,” the little doc snapped right back at me. “You’re a pugilist, eh? That’s good. I’m looking for somebody with a strong body and a dim intelligence.”


  “Say, listen,” I said, getting up to my feet. “I know when I’m insulted. You better—”


  I stopped, goggling. The little doc had shoved a century note under my nose.


  “How would you like ten of these?” he asked.


  I looked around uneasily before I answered.


  “Okay, Doc,” I said. “I’m your man. Just name the party. But no cops or frails, mind you.”


  “What are you talking about?” he demanded.


  “About this guy you want me to bump,” I said. “What’s his name and address? And you’ll have to give me the grand first.”


  “You thick-skulled lummox!” roared Doc Murtha. “I don’t want you to kill anybody. I simply am willing to pay you a thousand dollars if you will submit yourself to a great scientific experiment.”


  “The heck with you!” I cried. “You think I’m going to let you cut me open for a lousy grand?”


  “No, no!” he exclaimed furiously. “You’ve been reading too many Sunday supplements. I’m a physicist—I’ve invented a method of projecting matter across vast spatial abysses, by dematerializing its atoms into vibratory force, projecting that force through extra-dimensional gulfs, and letting it materialize again at its destination. I can project matter across the whole galactic system instantaneously, and draw it back again, by retracting the undimensional revolving field—”


  “Listen, Doc, are you trying to kid me?” I interrupted threateningly. “Who ever saw a field revolving?”


  Doc Murtha muttered something that sounded like a curse. He glared at me, then began again, slowly and distinctly.


  “I’ve invented a ray,” he said. “A ray that shoots things a long way and drags them back again. Can you understand that?”


  “Sure I can,” I said. “What do you take me for—a boob?”


  He muttered something else under his breath, and then went on. “I’ve shot rabbits off with this ray and brought them back unhurt, proving they landed somewhere with near-terrestrial conditions. Now I want to do it with a man, who can tell me about the experience.”


  “Kind of a new radio that sends people, eh?” I said. “How come you picked me for the first ride on it?”


  “Because if I used anybody very smart, he might steal the idea of my apparatus from me,” said Doc Murtha.


  That sounded to me like another crack, but I passed it up, on account I was looking hard at the bill in his hand.


  “All right, Doc, I’ll try it,” I said. “But I want the grand before you shoot me off on this radio-ride of yours.”


  “You’ll get it,” he snapped. “My apparatus is in my Long Island home. Come along with me.”


  The Long Island house, when we got there, was a big, white old dump set back from the road. No one else was there, and when we went inside I saw the rooms were filled with machines and lights and racks of bottles, like a big dentist’s office or something.


  Doc Murtha went to a thing in the middle of one room, a flat, round copper platform setting on top of a lot of tubes and coils and junk like that. He laid his hand on it proudly.


  “The Murtha field-projector,” he said. “It is what will hurl you forth as dematerialized force on your great journey.”


  “Could you send me to Poughkeepsie on that thing?” I asked. “I know a dame there I ain’t seen for a long while.”


  “You’re going a lot farther than Poughkeepsie, Martin,” the doc said, laughing kind of strange.


  He handed me ten century notes.


  “All right,” he then said, “step up on the transmitter-disk and we’ll get going.”


  “You mean, I’ll get going,” I said, staring at the machine and scratching my head. “Listen, what if you send me way off to San Francisco or somewhere and then can’t get me back?”


  “There’s no danger of that,” he snapped. “Wherever you find yourself when you rematerialize, just remain in that exact spot without moving and in five minutes I’ll draw you back again.”


  I was kind of wishing I hadn’t been so quick to agree, for this thing looked like a hot seat or something. But my motto is “try anything once,” so I stepped up onto the platform. Doc Murtha dashed around, jerking levers and knobs. Motors or things like that began to hum, and there was a crackling from the tubes under my platform.


  “Doc,” I said uneasily, “are you sure—”


  “Quiet, Martin—here you go!” he yelled.


  And he turned a switch. And someone hung a hard right on my chin, or it felt like it. For I went out for the count.


  When I came out of it, I was plenty mad, I want to tell you. I scrambled up, shaking my head and blinking my eyes.


  “Doc, who’s the son that poked me from behind?” I roared. “I’ll put him in the hospital when—”


  Then I stopped, my jaw hanging. You see, by then I had opened my eyes and was looking around me. And Doc Murtha wasn’t there. And neither was the machine nor the house I’d been in, nor Long Island. I was standing right smack in the middle of a big city I’d never seen before!


  “Holy smoke!” I gasped, looking around me. “The doc’s radio has shot me off to China or some place!”


  I WAS standing in a kind of little park, beside a tree. It was a queer tree with square red leaves, and there were a lot of other trees like it, and the grass was red and even the sun was red and looked bigger than usual. Around the park were silver streets, and huge metal buildings like pyramids, taller than the Empire State Building. I figured when I saw those pyramids that I must have been shot to Egypt.


  People in the street had stopped to gawk at me. These Egyptians, the men and dames both, wore nothing at all but a little skirt and shirt of woven chain metal. They stared and pointed at me and then they burst out laughing. I got mad at that, and I went out in the street and grabbed one of those guys who was laughing at me.


  “Where did you get those ridiculous garments?” he asked me, pointing at my clothes.


  “What do you mean, ridiculous?” I cried. “Didn’t you Egyptians ever see a civilized man before?”


  Suddenly it struck me as kind of queer. This guy hadn’t talked English, but some language of his own. I hadn’t ever heard his language before, yet I could understand it and speak it!


  That surprised me. But I knew a smart guy picks up things quick in a strange burg, and I realized I was smarter than I’d thought, to pick up this Egyptian language in a flash, as I’d done.


  “Never have such queer garments been seen in Calthor before,” choked the man I was holding, gasping with laughter.


  “Rib me, will you?” I gritted. And I let him have my good old left on the chin. He went down and out.


  There was a dead silence. Everybody looked at me horrified, as though I’d hit a dame or something. They shrank from me.


  “This man’s out of Control!” someone cried.


  “Call an Assistant!” yelled another.


  Suddenly I remembered something. Doc Murtha had told me to stay right where I landed, so he could pull me back in five minutes with his radio. And I’d moved from the tree I was under first. I had to get back to it, or pay steamship fare back to New York.


  But which tree was it? There was a lot of them in that little park. Then I spotted it, from a scar on its trunk. I started hastily toward it, but just then I was grabbed from behind.


  Two of these guys in little metal skirts had grabbed me. A third guy, an old bird with calm blue eyes, pointed a pencil at me. And suddenly my strength was all gone—I couldn’t even stand!


  “What is this?” I yelled, plenty mad.


  “Moderate your voice, citizen,” said the old bird impressively. “I am Tarnac, Third Assistant to the Controller.”


  “Nuts to you and the Controller both!” I cried. “I’ll break your head and his too when I get my strength back.”


  Tarnac gasped! A cry of horror went up from all the crowd that was watching.


  “He is almost utterly out of Control!” cried someone astoundedly. “He spoke disrespectfully of the Controller!”


  “Never, in all our history, has there been a case so far out of Control as you,” Tarnac said, looking at me dumbfounded.


  “My temper’s going to get out of control if you don’t let me go,” I said furiously. “You Egyptians don’t need to think you can rough up an American citizen and get away with it.”


  Tarnac’s lips tightened.


  “This man is obviously mad—his weird garments show that,” he said decisively. “But his being so far out of Control is a matter for the Controller to handle.”


  “I demand to see the United States consul!” I exclaimed. “There’ll be an American cruiser around if you pinch me.”


  They didn’t pay any attention. They marched me down the street toward the biggest pyramid of all. The two cops or whatever they were had to carry me, for Tarnac’s pencil was still pointed at me and I still had no strength. I’ll say that pencil was some hoodoo!


  THERE WERE all kinds of rooms and halls inside that big pyramid, full of queer machines and busy people. They took me into a room deep inside the place. It was big and dim, and there was only one guy in it. He was sitting on a dais, doing nothing. I knew then he was the big shot, for only a big shot can do nothing but sit and look wise.


  This guy had a queer metal thing on his head, like a big diving helmet, only the front was cut away so his face showed. There were a lot of little screws or knobs on the side of this helmet, and a little ring of glowing white lights on its top.


  He was the Controller, all right. He looked down at me and I saw that his square face was very brooding and heavy and thoughtful, something like an alderman worrying about his ward, only a million times more so. Tarnac made a quick, sharp report to him.


  “The man is obviously almost completely out of Control,” Tarnac finished. “It’s an unprecedented case.”


  “Call the physicians,” said the Controller.


  “Listen, I’m not sick,” I busted in. “I was simply standing there in the park, minding my own business—”


  I didn’t get a chance to finish, for the physicians hurried in, a half-dozen of them. Two were dames, and one of these was a darned cute little trick with black hair and eyes.


  They put on some kind of spectacles that were inches thick and connected to machines. They looked at my head with these as though they were looking right into it. Then one let out a yelp.


  “This man is not an inhabitant of our world at all!” he yelped. “He is apparently from a world of very similar conditions, but his brain and other organs are definitely alien in structure.”


  “That explains it!” Tarnac said excitedly. “He isn’t completely under Control because his brain differs from ours.”


  “You are undoubtedly correct, Tarnac,” nodded the Controller. “His primitive brain receives the simpler elements of Control, such as language-knowledge, but is deaf to the higher elements.”


  “Say, what is all this?” I demanded.


  “How did you come to this world?” asked the Controller.


  “The stork brought me, of course,” I snapped.


  “The man is too primitive to give us much information,” the Controller said thoughtfully. “Let the physicians thoroughly examine him—they may be able to discover his origin.”


  I bristled up, for I didn’t want that bunch of doctors pawing over me. Then I decided maybe I’d better humor these guys. I’d have a better chance to escape and get back to that tree in the park where I had to be if Doc Murtha was ever to get me back home.


  “I won’t have all those doctors going over me,” I told them. “I wouldn’t mind that one, though.”


  And I pointed to the cute little black-haired dame among the physicians. The Controller nodded to her.


  “You make the examination, Zura,” he told her. “The man’s primitive intelligence has apparently formed a liking for you.”


  Zura led me down a hall, with two guys following and holding those pencil-things, ready to put the blast on me if I made a break. The little black-haired dame took me into a kind of office filled with queer machines. The guards took posts outside the door.


  Zura sat down beside me and put on those six-inch spectacles again.


  “Please do not move,” she said. “I want to examine more carefully the neurone-structure of your cerebrum.”


  “Aw, take them cheaters off—you look terrible in them,” I said, taking the spectacles off her eyes.


  “You’re a swell dish, babe,” I told her. “Want to feel my muscles?”


  “I don’t understand,” she said, perplexed.


  Well, seeing she didn’t understand, I started to demonstrate for her. But she drew back all horrified.


  “You mustn’t kiss me! The Controller ordered me to examine you, and you are making me neglect his order.”


  “I wish you people would get this Controller guy off your minds,” I said bitterly. “The big cheese!”


  She gasped in horror, at me razzing the big shot. “You are out of Control, aren’t you?” she said.


  “Say, what is all this Control business, anyway?” I demanded. “I don’t get it, at all.”


  “You mean there’s no Control where you come from?” Zura said incredulously. “That people differ in ideals and aims?”


  “I’ll say they differ,” I told her. “When they differ real bad, we call it a war.”


  “There was war here on Calthor, too, many ages ago,” Zura said quickly. “People fought, and rioted, and quarreled constantly with one another, because they had different mental attitudes, different ideals and religious beliefs and aspirations. So our wise forefathers saw that to have perfect peace and cooperation, everyone must have the same mental attitude, the same loyalties, beliefs and desires.


  “That is why our forefathers originated Control. It is a device to make certain that everyone has the same mental attitude on important questions. The wisest of our race is always the Controller. He wears the sacred Control helmet, the supreme achievement of our science, which amplifies and broadcasts the neuro-electric currents of his brain as a powerful vibration that affects every other human brain, setting up the same currents, the same basic ideas, in them all. Thus, what the Controller thinks is good, everybody thinks is good, and works for. So we dwell always in perfect peace and cooperation.”


  “You mean, because the Controller wears that helmet, everyone thinks exactly what he thinks?” I said.


  “No, not exactly,” Zura said earnestly. “If the broadcast vibration of the sacred helmet were turned on full force, then everyone would think and feel exactly like the Controller, would become mere automatons actuated by his mind. But the vibration is never turned on full force—it is kept just strong enough to condition our minds with the Controller’s mental attitude, so that we automatically possess a common language, common ideals, common loyalty to the state.”


  “Some racket he’s got!” I said. “And whoever gets to put on the helmet is the big boss as long as he lives?”


  “Yes,” she nodded. “But of course the man chosen to be Controller is always our wisest, most peaceful, most benevolent citizen. For his mental attitude becomes that of the whole race.”


  Suddenly, just like that, a red-hot idea hit me! An inspiration how to get out of this jam, back to that tree outside.


  “Listen, Zura,” I said cautiously, “I’ve been fooling you people. I’m not as dumb as I look.”


  “Impossible!” she exclaimed.


  “What do you mean, impossible?” I said. “The fact is, I came here as a spy, see. There’s going to be an attack on you.”


  “An attack? From where?” cried Zura, looking aghast. She hadn’t had enough experience with liars to suspect me.


  “I’ll tell that to the Controller,” I said cagily. “You bring him here and I’ll tip him off to the whole thing.”


  She dashed out of the room. Before long, she was back and the Controller with her, wearing that queer helmet.


  He came right in, leaving the guards still outside, and was I glad! You see, this bird had never known anything but utter respect, and never figured that anyone might pull something on him.


  “What have you to tell me?” he asked.


  “This!” I said, and gave him one on the chin.


  He went down and out, his helmet banging on the floor. Quick as a flash I jerked that big helmet off his head. Its lights were glowing a lot brighter now, as though the power had got turned on more somehow when it hit the floor. I jammed it down on my own head.


  THAT WAS my smart idea, see? If whoever wore the helmet was respected and obeyed by everybody, if what he thought they all thought, it was a cinch for me to get back out to that tree now that I wore the helmet. I felt tickled to death to have pulled it off.


  “By gosh, my idea worked!” I said joyfully.


  “I am happy—I am so happy!” cried Zura, her eyes shining with excited gladness, jumping up and down in glee.


  The door opened and the two guards came dancing into the room. Yeah, dancing—and laughing wild with happiness.


  “Joy, joy, joy!” they kept shouting.


  And the Controller, who had staggered up to his feet now, grinned and laughed as though overjoyed! A big roar of voices came from outside the window. I looked out and saw the crowds out there in the streets all dancing up and down, crazy glad over something.


  “What’s the matter with you people?” I cried puzzledly, staring at Zura and the guards and the Controller.


  And as I said it, they changed. The grins left and they all looked suddenly perplexed, staring around, puzzled as anything. The crowds outside had suddenly stopped yelling, too.


  I couldn’t understand it, but anyway my plan was working fine, for neither the Controller nor the guards had tried to take the helmet away from me. It showed how much they respected whoever wore it, I guessed. I grinned with relief—and the others grinned too.


  “Baby, how’d you like to go back to New York with me?” I asked Zura. “I’ve fallen for you like a ton of bricks.”


  It was true, too, for now that I was all relieved and felt sure about escaping, I had time to look at Zura again and realized what a sweet number she was, and how crazy I was about her. But just as I said that, the Controller and guards tried to beat my time.


  “Zura, I love you!” yelled the Controller.


  “So do I! And I too!” cried the guards.


  There was a pounding of feet, and men in dozens came busting into the room. Every one of them went for Zura.


  “Zura, I love you!” they all kept yelling.


  They crowded wildly around her, and more guys by hundreds were flocking into the building, all trying to get into this room, and every one of them hollering how much he loved Zura.


  “Leave her alone, you muggs!” I yelled, burned up with jealousy and trying to knock those guys away from her.


  And believe it or not, every guy there suddenly got jealous at the same time and tried to beat up all the rest.


  “Let her alone! Take your hands off her!” they yelled, and then sailed into each other with their fists in wild rage.


  Listen, I’ve been in some brawls in my time but that was the worst ever. The madder I got, the madder everybody else seemed to get. We rocked back and forth in the crowded room, swapping punches, everybody taking a sock at everybody else. And through the window. I glimpsed the crowds out in the street, staging a wild Kilkenny too!


  And suddenly I caught on to what was driving them all crazy. The helmet on my head—the thing they called Control! It must have got turned on stronger somehow when the helmet hit the floor. And now the Control was so strong that everybody thought and felt exactly the same as me, who wore the helmet. When I felt joyful, they all felt joyful, and when I got mad, they all got mad.


  “Holy mackerel!” I said, appalled by it.


  The fighting stopped dead as I said it. And everybody in the room was as appalled and scared as I was.


  I got a grip on myself. I was going to get out of here, back to that tree in the park so Doc Murtha could yank me back from this nutty place. I started out of the room and down the hall.


  Everybody in the room started out at the same time. They hurried along, all looking as intent and worried as I felt. I didn’t understand it until I got outside the building—then I did.


  Everybody in the city was making for that tree in the park! I might have expected it. As soon as I thought of the tree, and how urgent it was for me to get there, everyone else thought of exactly the same thing. Thousands of people were heading for that park.


  I groaned and ran forward, for I knew I’d never be able to reach the tree once that immense mob gathered around it. Everybody in the city groaned and sprinted at the same time I did. The harder I ran, the harder they ran—it was a crazy nightmare.


  I stopped. I couldn’t beat this mob to the tree and couldn’t get through them once they gathered around it. Everybody else stopped as I did. I tried to figure something, and I was badly worried.


  Everybody was badly worried. It would have seemed kind of funny, if it hadn’t been so serious for me, to see all those thousands of people standing so worried, wringing their hands and frowning and walking back and forth, every one of them as worried as me.


  I thought—well, I can take off the helmet and then make a run for the tree. But that wouldn’t do. For as soon as the helmet was off me and they had their own minds back, they’d grab me and likely electrocute me for what I’d done to the Controller. I had to think of something else, and in a minute I did.


  I put on a scared look, and hollered real loud:


  “The park is dangerous—I must stay away from the park!”


  You see, I figured they’d all get that thought and would shrink away from the park, while I went toward it. So I started toward the tree again, shouting out how I mustn’t go near it.


  It didn’t turn out right. The whole crowd looked scared, just as I did, and they all chanted, “I mustn’t go near the park! It is dangerous—I mustn’t go near it!”


  And while they chanted, every last one of the sons was going right toward the park as I was doing. It was no go. They’d be gathered a hundred deep around the tree before I could get there. So I quit and walked back from it, and everybody else walked back.


  I felt pretty bad, by now. And believe me, there were some thousands of mighty blue people around me. The more discouraged I felt, the longer their faces got. A lot of them were heaving sighs, and some of them were crying. I got impatient at their misery.


  “Shut up that bawling!” I yelled angrily.


  I might have known it. Everybody else suddenly got impatient with the noise, and yelled for it to be stopped.


  “Quiet, there!” they yelled at the top of their voices, all of them. It nearly split my eardrums.


  Then they all got blue again, as my worries came back. I didn’t dare take the helmet off, and with it on, I couldn’t get to the tree without thousands being ahead of me. It was an awful fix.


  “Damn old Doc Murtha for getting me into this!” I muttered viciously to myself.


  They all took it up, of course. They damned Doc Murtha with every kind of swear word they knew, thousands of voices making the air blue with curses. It did me good to hear it.


  But how was I going to get out of this mess? I tried to sneak toward the tree without thinking about it, but everybody else hunched down and sneaked for it, too, pretending they were thinking of something else. I stopped and swore: Everybody stopped and swore with me.


  By now I was plenty tired and also beginning to feel hungry, for I hadn’t eaten since that morning. I decided I’d better try to dig up some chow, and then I’d feel better and could maybe dope out something. So I headed back along the street, looking for food.


  Everybody in sight began to scatter. They dived into buildings, and every last one of them was hunting grub too. For a minute I thought my chance had come, and I turned and started back for the park, but of course everybody immediately dropped the search for food and started back with me. I gave it up and went on hunting eats.


  ALL THOSE thousands of people were after food the same as I was. Say, I didn’t have a chance in that crowd—every time I looked into a building and spotted some grub, some guy was ahead of me grabbing it. And they knew where to find it and I didn’t.


  So I just gave up the idea of eating and wandered discouragedly along the street. They all dropped the food and began wandering aimlessly just as I was doing, all looking mighty low. I tried to grab up something to eat then, but naturally they all made a quick dive for it again, and I got nothing but a little piece of fruit.


  Boy, it would have been bad for old Doc Murtha if he had showed up in that town right then. For as I wandered tiredly along I kept telling myself what I’d do to the old doc if I ever got hands on him. And of course all the thousands wandering in the city were muttering too just what they’d do to Doc Murtha when they got him.


  Finally I stumbled wearily into another park, a bigger one that had a zoo in it, a lot of animals in cages. These Egyptian animals looked kind of different to me. I sat down tiredly in front of a cage that held a big ape with bright red fur. The big monk in the cage sat down too. And when I sighed wearily, the monk sighed too.


  That kind of surprised me, for it showed the monk’s mind was under Control of my helmet, the same as all the people. None of the other animals in the cages seemed affected, but I guessed the monk had a brain enough like a human brain to be affected by Control. And then I got a sudden inspiration.


  Since that monk was affected by Control, then if I put the helmet on his head, all these people would be affected by his broadcast thoughts and feelings! And if they were under the monk’s Control, they wouldn’t all rush for that tree when I went there, and neither would they know enough to stop me and arrest me for what I’d done.


  I went over to the cage and opened it. People from all over started for the cage too, of course, but this time I was ahead of them. Quick as thought, I took the helmet off my head and jammed it down on the head of the bright-red monk. He didn’t seem to mind the helmet at first—he just sort of reverted to his natural mental life, and sat down on his hunkers and scratched.


  All the people in sight sat down on their hunkers and scratched! They all felt itchy simply because the monk did. And the worst of it was that I wanted to scratch too—I felt itchy as the devil. But I fought off that feeling—I could resist it, you see, better than all the others here, because like the Controller had said, my brain was different and didn’t receive the vibrations of Control so well.


  So, fighting down that itchy feeling, I started hotfoot through the streets toward that park where my tree was.


  As I ran through the streets, I could tell by the crowds around me just what the monk was doing. First the crowds all started to climb—up the sides of buildings and monuments and everything else. I knew the monk must be up a tree. Then they came down and scratched some more. They hunted for water and began to drink. And then they stopped drinking and began to paw angrily at their heads.


  I knew what that meant! The monk was annoyed at the helmet on his head and was trying to paw it off. I sprinted, for now the park and tree were in sight. And just as I dashed for the tree with the scarred trunk, all the thousands of people in the streets stopped pawing their heads and looked dazedly around.


  “Oh, Lord, the monk’s got the helmet off—they’re out of Control!” I groaned, and ran the last few yards.


  The crowd caught sight of me running. “Stop that man!” the Controller was yelling.


  I DASHED up to the tree, colliding with its trunk. And nothing happened! Nothing at all.


  “Doc Murtha, where the devil are you?” I yelled wildly. The crowd was coming at me furiously from all directions.


  Bang! Something hit me hard, and I didn’t know anything more. And when I came to I wasn’t there by the tree at all.


  I was on the big copper platform of the machine in Doc Murtha’s home. The doc was reviving me.


  “Martin, what happened to you?” he cried. “When I retracted the force-field to draw you back in five minutes as I had promised, you didn’t appear! I’ve been trying it at intervals ever since, in the hope of catching you. What did you see?”


  I got off the copper platform, and then I looked at Doc Murtha.


  “Doc,” I told him, “if you wasn’t an old man I’d knock you into the next county. You double-crossing so-and-so—why didn’t you tell me you were going to shoot me to Egypt?”


  “Egypt?” he cried. “You’re crazy! You’ve been on another world entirely. The field was set to project you to a world across the Galaxy with conditions approximating Earth’s conditions. What makes you think you’ve been in Egypt?”


  “I saw the pyramids there myself!” I snapped. “And it is one dirty name of a place to send anyone—those Egyptians with their Control and Controller are worse than the Bowery! You’re not going to shoot any more innocent fellows there, you old rascal.”


  And I grabbed up a big metal tool and laid into that radio-machine of his. Just three good wallops, and the works of it were smashed into a lot of ruins. I threw down the tool, feeling mighty good to have saved some other guy from going through what I had.


  “You fool!” Doc Murtha screamed. “You’ve destroyed twenty years’ work.”


  “Here’s your grand back,” I said, paying no attention to him. I headed for the door. “Me, I’m going back and get a job as sparring-partner for the champ. It’s easier money!”


  HE THAT HATH WINGS


  Weird Tales, July 1938


  DOCTOR HARRIMAN PAUSED in the corridor of the maternity ward and asked, “What about that woman in 27?”


  There was pity in the eyes of the plump, crisply dressed head nurse as she answered, “She died an hour after the birth of her baby, doctor. Her heart was bad, you know.”


  The physician nodded, his spare, clean-shaven face thoughtful. “Yes, I remember now—she and her husband were injured in an electrical explosion in a subway a year ago, and the husband died recently. What about the baby?”


  The nurse hesitated. “A fine, healthy little boy, except—”


  “Except what?”


  “Except that he is humpbacked, doctor.”


  Doctor Harriman swore in pity. “What horrible luck for the poor little devil! Born an orphan, and deformed, too.” He said with sudden decision, “I’ll look at the infant. Perhaps we could do something for him.”


  But when he and the nurse bent together over the crib in which red-faced little David Rand lay squalling lustily, the doctor shook his head. “No, we can’t do anything for that back. What a shame!”


  David Rand’s little red body was as straight and clean-lined as that of any baby ever born—except for his back. From the back of the infant’s shoulder-blades jutted two humped projections, one on each side, that curved down toward the lower ribs.


  Those twin humps were so long and streamlined in their jutting curve that they hardly looked like deformities. The skillful hands of Doctor Harriman gently probed them. Then an expression of perplexity came over his face.


  “This doesn’t seem any ordinary deformity,” he said puzzledly. “I think we’ll look at them through the X-ray. Tell Doctor Morris to get the apparatus going.”


  Doctor Morris was a stocky, red-headed young man who looked in pity, also, at the crying, red-faced baby lying in front of the X-ray machine, later.


  He muttered, “Tough on the poor kid, that back. Ready, doctor?”


  Harriman nodded. “Go ahead.”


  The X-rays broke into sputtering, crackling life. Doctor Harriman applied his eyes to the fluoroscope. His body stiffened. It was a long, silent minute before he straightened from his inspection. His spare face had gone dead white and the waiting nurse wondered what had so excited him.


  Harriman said, a little thickly, “Morris! Take a look through this. I’m either seeing things, or else something utterly unprecedented has happened.”


  Morris, with a puzzled frown at his superior, gazed through the instrument. His head jerked up.


  “My God!” he exclaimed.


  “You see it too?” exclaimed Doctor Harriman. “Then I guess I’m not crazy after all. But this thing—why, it’s without precedent in all human history!”


  He babbled incoherently, “And the bones, too—hollow—the whole skeletonal structure different. His weight—”


  He set the infant hastily on a scale. The beam jiggled.


  “See that!” exclaimed Harriman. “He weighs only a third of what a baby his size should weigh.”


  Red-headed young Doctor Morris was staring in fascination at the curving humps on the infant’s back. He said hoarsely, “But this just isn’t possible—”


  “But it’s real!” Harriman flung out. His eyes were brilliant with excitement. He cried, “A change in gene-patterns—only that could have caused this. Some pre-natal influence—”


  His fist smacked into his hand. “I’ve got it! The electrical explosion that injured this child’s mother a year before his birth. That’s what did it—an explosion of hard radiations that damaged, changed, her genes. You remember Muller’s experiments—”


  The head nurse’s wonder overcame her respect. She asked, “But what is it, doctor? What’s the matter with the child’s back? Is it so bad as all that?”


  “So bad?” repeated Doctor Harriman. He drew a long breath. He told the nurse, “This child, this David Rand, is a unique case in medical history. There has never been anyone like him—as far as we know, the thing that’s going to happen to him has never happened to any other human being. And all due to that electrical explosion.”


  “What’s going to happen to him?” demanded the nurse, dismayed.


  “This child is going to have wings!” shouted Harriman. “Those projections growing out on his back—they’re not just ordinary abnormalities—they’re nascent wings, that will very soon break out and grow just as a fledgling bird’s wings break out and grow.”


  The head nurse stared at them. “You’re joking,” she said finally, in flat unbelief.


  “Good God, do you think I’d joke about such a matter?” cried Harriman. “I tell you, I’m as stunned as you are, even though I can see the scientific reason for the thing. This child’s body is different from the body of any other human being that ever lived.


  “His bones are hollow, like a bird’s bones. His blood seems different and he weighs only a third what a normal human infant weighs. And his shoulder-blades jut out into bone projections to which are attached the great wing-muscles. The X-rays clearly show the rudimentary feathers and bones of the wings themselves.”


  “Wings!” repeated young Morris dazedly. He said after a moment, “Harriman, this child will be able to—”


  “He’ll be able to fly, yes!” declared Harriman. “I’m certain of it. The wings are going to be very large ones, and his body is so much lighter than normal that they’ll easily bear him aloft.”


  “Good Lord!” ejaculated Morris incoherently.


  He looked a little wildly down at the infant. It had stopped crying and now waved pudgy red arms and legs weakly.


  “It just isn’t possible,” said the nurse, taking refuge in incredulity. “How could a baby, a man, have wings?”


  Doctor Harriman said swiftly, “It’s due to a deep change in the parents’ genes. The genes, you know, are the tiny cells which control bodily development in every living thing that is born. Alter the gene-pattern and you alter the bodily development of the offspring, which explains the differences in color, size, and so forth, in children. But those minor differences are due to comparatively minor gene-changes.


  “But the gene-pattern of this child’s parents was radically changed a year ago. The electrical explosion in which they were injured must have deeply altered their gene-patterns, by a wave of sudden electrical force. Muller, of the University of Texas, has demonstrated that gene-patterns can be greatly altered by radiation, and that the offspring of parents so treated will differ greatly from their parents in bodily form. That accident produced an entirely new gene-pattern in the parents of this child, one which developed their child into a winged human. He’s what biologists technically call a mutant.”


  Young Morris suddenly said, “Good Lord, what the newspapers are going to do when they get hold of this story!”


  “They mustn’t get hold of it,” Doctor Harriman declared. “The birth of this child is one of the greatest things in the history of biological science, and it mustn’t be made a cheap popular sensation. We must keep it utterly quiet.”


  They kept it quiet for three months, in all. During that time, little David Rand occupied a private room in the hospital and was cared for only by the head nurse and visited only by the two physicians.


  During those three months, the correctness of Doctor Harriman’s prediction was fulfilled. For in that time, the humped projections on the child’s back grew with incredible rapidity until at last they broke through the tender skin in a pair of stubby, scrawny-looking things that were unmistakably wings.


  Little David squalled violently during the days that his wings broke forth, feeling only a pain as of teething many times intensified. But the two doctors stared and stared at those little wings with their rudimentary feathers, even now hardly able to believe the witness of their eyes.


  They saw that the child had as complete control of the wings as of his arms and legs, by means of the great muscles around their bases which no other human possessed. And they saw too that while David’s weight was increasing, he remained still just a third of the weight of a normal child of his age, and that his heart had a tremendously high pulse-beat and that his blood was far warmer than that of any normal person.


  Then it happened. The head nurse, unable any longer to contain the tremendous secret with which she was bursting, told a relative in strict confidence. That relative told another relative, also in strict confidence. And two days later the story appeared in the New York newspapers.


  The hospital put guards at its doors and refused admittance to the grinning reporters who came to ask for details. All of them were frankly skeptical, and the newspaper stories were written with a tongue in the cheek. The public laughed. A child with wings! What kind of phony new story would they think up next?


  But a few days later, the stories changed in tone. Others of the hospital personnel, made curious by the newspaper yarns, pried into the room where David Rand lay crowing and thrashing his arms and legs and wings. They babbled broadcast assertions that the story was true. One of them who was a candid camera enthusiast even managed to slip out a photograph of the infant. Smeary as it was, that photograph did unmistakably show a child with wings of some sort growing from its back.


  The hospital became a fort, a place besieged. Reporters and photographers milled outside its doors and clamored against the special police guard that had been detailed to keep them out. The great press associations offered Doctor Harriman large sums for exclusive stories and photographs of the winged child. The public began to wonder if there was anything in the yarn.


  Doctor Harriman had to give in, finally. He admitted a committee of a dozen reporters, photographers and eminent physicians to see the child.


  David Rand lay and looked up at them with wise blue gaze, clutching his toe, while the eminent physicians and newspapermen stared down at him with bulging eyes.


  The physicians said, “It’s incredible, but it’s true. This is no fake—the child really has wings.”


  The reporters asked Doctor Harriman wildly, “When he gets bigger, will he be able to fly?”


  Harriman said shortly, “We can’t tell just what his development will be like, now. But if he continues to develop as he has, undoubtedly he’ll be able to fly.”


  “Good Lord, let me at a phone!” groaned one newshound. And they were all scrambling pell-mell for the telephones.


  Doctor Harriman permitted a few pictures, and then unceremoniously shoved the visitors out. But there was no holding the newspapers, after that. David Rand’s name became overnight the best known in the world. The pictures convinced even the most skeptical of the public.


  Great biologists made long statements on the theories of genetics which could explain the child. Anthropologists speculated as to whether similar freak winged men had not been born a few times in the remote past, giving rise to the worldwide legends of harpies and vampires and flying people. Crazy sects saw in the child’s birth an omen of the approaching end of the world.


  Theatrical agents offered immense sums for the privilege of exhibiting David in a hygienic glass case. Newspapers and press services outbid each other for exclusive rights to the story Doctor Harriman could tell. A thousand firms begged to purchase the right to use little David’s name on toys, infant foods, and what not.


  And the cause of all this excitement lay and rolled and crowed and sometimes cried in his little bed, now and then vigorously flapping the sprouting wings that had upset the whole world. Doctor Harriman looked thoughtfully down at him.


  He said, “I’ll have to get him out of here. The hospital superintendent is complaining that the crowds and commotion are wrecking the place.”


  “But where can you take him?” Morris wanted to know. “He hasn’t any parents or relatives, and you can’t put a kid like this in an orphan asylum.”


  Doctor Harriman made a decision. “I’m going to retire from practice and devote myself entirely to observing and recording David’s growth. I’ll have myself made his legal guardian and I’ll bring him up in some spot away from all this turmoil—an island or some place like that, if I can find one.”


  Harriman found such a place, an island off the Maine coast, a speck of barren sand and scrubby trees. He leased it, built a bungalow there, and took David Rand and an elderly nurse-housekeeper there. He took also a strong Norwegian watchman who was very efficient at repelling the boats of reporters who tried to land there. After a while the newspapers gave it up. They had to be content to reprint the photographs and articles which Doctor Harriman gave to scientific publications concerning David’s growth.


  David grew rapidly. In five years he was a sturdy little youngster with yellow hair, and his wings were larger and covered with short bronze feathers. He ran and laughed and played, like any youngster, flapping his wings vigorously.


  He was ten before he flew. By then he was a little slimmer, and his glittering bronze wings came to his heels. When he walked or sat or slept, he kept the wings closely folded on his back like a bronze sheath. But when he opened them, they extended much farther than his arms could, on either side.


  Doctor Harriman had meant to let David gradually try flying, to photograph and observe every step of the process. But it did not happen that way. David flew first as naturally as a bird first flies.


  He himself had never thought much about his wings. He knew that Doctor John, as he called the physician, had no such wings, and that neither did Flora, the gaunt old nurse, nor Holf, the grinning watchman, have them. But he had seen no other people, and so he imagined the rest of the world was divided into people who had wings and people who didn’t have them. He did not know just what the wings were for, though he knew that he liked to flap them and exercise them when he was running, and would wear no shirt over them.


  Then one April morning, David found out what his wings were for. He had climbed into a tall old scrub oak to peer at a bird’s nest. The child was always inordinately interested in the birds of the little island, jumping and clapping his hands as he saw then darting and circling overhead, watching their flocks stream south each fall and north each spring, prying into their ways of living because of some dim sense of kinship with these other winged things.


  He had climbed nearly to the top of the old oak on this morning, toward the nest he had spied. His wings were tightly folded to keep them out of the way of branches. Then, as he reached up to pull himself the last step upward, his foot pressed on the merest rotten shell of a dead branch. Abnormally light as he was, his weight was enough to snap the branch and he fell cleanly toward the ground.


  Instincts exploded in David’s brain in the moment that he plummeted toward the ground. Quite without will, his wings unfolded with a bursting whir. He felt a terrific tug on them that wrenched his shoulders hard. And then suddenly, marvelously, he was no longer falling but was gliding downward on a long slant, with his wings unfolded and rigidly set.


  There burst from his innermost being a high, ringing shout of exultation. Down—down—gliding like a swooping bird with the clean air buffeting at his face and streaming past his wings and body. A wild, sweet thrill that he had never felt before, a sudden crazy joy in living.


  He shouted again, and with instant impulse flapped his great wings, beating the air with them, instinctively bending his head sharply back and keeping his arms flattened against his sides, his legs straight and close together.


  He was soaring upward now, the ground swiftly receding beneath him, the sun blazing in his eyes, the wind screaming around him. He opened his mouth to shout again, and the cold, clean air hammered into his throat. In sheer, mad physical ecstasy he rocketed up through the blue with whirring wings.


  It was thus that Doctor Harriman saw him when he chanced to come out of the bungalow a little later. The doctor heard a shrill, exultant cry from high above and looked up to see that slim winged shape swooping down toward him from the sunlit heavens.


  The doctor caught his breath at the sheer beauty of the spectacle as David dived and soared and whirled above him, gone crazy with delight in his new-found wings. The boy had instinctively learned how to turn and twist and dive, even though his movements had yet a clumsiness that made him sometimes side-slip.


  When David Rand finally swooped down and alighted in front of the doctor with quick-closing wings, the boy’s eyes streamed electric joy.


  “I can fly!”


  Doctor Harriman nodded. “You can fly, David. I know I can’t keep you from doing it now, but you must not leave the island and you must be careful.”


  By the time David reached the age of seventeen, there was no longer any need to caution him to be careful. He was as much at home in the air as any bird living.


  He was a tall, slim, yellow-haired youth now, his arrow-straight figure still clad only in the shorts that were all the clothing his warm-blooded body required, a wild, restless energy crackling and snapping in his keen face and dancing blue eyes.


  His wings had become superb, glittering, bronze-feathered pinions that extended more than ten feet from tip to tip when he spread them, and that touched his heels with their lowest feathers when he closed them on his back.


  Constant flying over the island and the surrounding waters had developed the great wing-muscles behind David’s shoulders to tremendous strength and endurance. He could spend a whole day gliding and soaring over the island, now climbing high with mad burst of whirring wings, then circling, planing on motionless wings, slowly descending.


  He could chase and overtake almost any bird in the air. He would start up a flock of pheasants and his laughter would ring high and wild across the sky as he turned and twisted and darted after the panicky birds. He could pull out the tail-feathers of outraged hawks before they could escape, and he could swoop quicker than a hawk on rabbits and squirrels on the ground.


  Sometimes when fog banked the island Doctor Harriman would hear the ringing shout from the gray mists overhead and would know that David was somewhere up there. Or again he would be out over the sunlit waters, plummeting headlong down to them and then at the last moment swiftly spreading his wings so that he just skimmed the wave-crests with the screaming gulls before he rocketed upward again.


  Never yet had David been away from the island, but the doctor knew from his own infrequent visits to the mainland that the worldwide interest in the flying youth was still strong. The photographs which the doctor gave to scientific journals no longer sufficed for the public curiosity, and launches and airplanes with moving-picture cameramen frequently circled the island to snap pictures of David Rand flying.


  To one of those airplanes occurred a thing that gave its occupants much to talk about for days to come. They were a pilot and cameraman who came over the island at midday, in spite of Doctor Harriman’s prohibition of such flights, and who circled brazenly about looking for the flying youth.


  Had they looked up, they could have seen David as a circling speck high above them. He watched the airplane with keen interest mixed with contempt. He had seen these flying ships before and he felt only pity and scorn for their stiff, clumsy wings and noisy motors with which wingless men made shift to fly. This one, though, so directly beneath him, stimulated his curiosity so that he swooped down toward it from above and behind, his great wings urging him against the slip-stream of its propeller.


  The pilot in the open rear-cockpit of that airplane nearly had heart failure when someone tapped him on the shoulder from behind. He whirled, startled, and when he saw David Rand crouching precariously on the fuselage just behind him, grinning at him, he lost his head for a moment so that the ship side-slipped and started to fall.


  With a shouting laugh, David Rand leaped off the fuselage and spread his wings to soar up past it. The pilot recovered enough presence of mind to right his ship, and presently David saw it move unsteadily off toward the mainland. Its occupants had enough of the business for one day.


  But the increasing number of such curious visitors stimulated in David Rand a reciprocal curiosity concerning the outside world. He wondered more and more what lay beyond the low, dim line of the mainland over there across the blue waters. He could not understand why Doctor John forbade him to fly over there, when well he knew that his wings would bear him up for a hundred times that distance.


  Doctor Harriman told him, “I’ll take you there soon, David. But you must wait until you understand things better—you wouldn’t fit in with the rest of the world, yet.”


  “Why not?” demanded David puzzledly.


  The doctor explained, “You have wings, and no one else in the world has. That might make things very difficult for you.”


  “But why?”


  Harriman stroked his spare chin and said thoughtfully, “You’d be a sensation, a sort of freak, David. They’d be curious about you because you’re different, but they’d look down on you for the same reason. That’s why I brought you up out here, to avoid that. You must wait a little longer before you see the world.”


  David Rand flung a hand up to point half angrily at a streaming flock of piping wild birds, heading south, black against the autumn sunset. “They don’t wait! Every fall I see them, everything that flies, going away. Every spring I see them returning, passing overhead again. And I have to stay on this little island!”


  A wild pulse of freedom surged in his blue eyes.


  “I want to go as they do, to see the land over there, and the lands beyond that.”


  “Soon you shall go over there,” promised Doctor Harriman. “I will go with you—will look out for you there.”


  But through the dusk that evening, David sat with chin in hand, wings folded, staring broodingly after the straggling, southing birds. And in the days that followed, he took less and less pleasure in mere aimless flight above the island, and more and more watched wistfully the endless, merry passage of the honking wild geese and swarming ducks and whistling songbirds.


  Doctor Harriman saw and understood that yearning in David’s eyes, and the old physician sighed.


  “He has grown up,” he thought, “and wants to go like any young bird that would leave its nest. I shall not be able much longer to keep him from leaving.”


  But it was Harriman himself who left first, in a different way. For some time the doctor’s heart had troubled him, and there came a morning when he did not awaken, and when a dazed, uncomprehending David stared down at his guardian’s still white face.


  Through all that day, while the old housekeeper wept softly about the place and the Norwegian was gone in the boat to the mainland to arrange the funeral, David Rand sat with folded wings and chin in hand, staring out across the blue waters.


  That night, when all was dark and silent around the bungalow, he stole into the room where the doctor lay silent and peaceful. In the darkness, David touched the thin, cold hand. Hot tears swam in his eyes and he felt a hard lump in his throat as he made that futile gesture of farewell.


  Then he went softly back out of the house into the night. The moon was a red shield above the eastern waters and the autumn wind blew cold and crisp. Down through the keen air came the joyous piping and carolling and whistling of a long swarm of wild birds, like shrill bugle-calls of gay challenge.


  David’s knees bent, and he sprang upward with whirring wings—up and up, the icy air streaming past his body, thundering in his ears, his nostrils drinking it. And the dull sorrow in his heart receded in the bursting joy of flight and freedom. He was up among those shrilling, whistling birds now, the screaming wind tearing laughter from his lips as they scattered in alarm from him.


  Then as they saw that this strange winged creature who had joined them made no move to harm them, the wild birds reformed their scattered flock. Far off across the dim, heaving plain of the waters glowed the dull red moon and the scattered lights of the mainland, the little lights of earthbound folk. The birds shrilled loud and David laughed and sang in joyous chorus as his great wings whirred in time with their own, trailing high across the night sky toward adventure and freedom, flying south.


  All through that night, and with brief rests through the next day also, David flew southward, for a time over endless waters and then over the green, fertile land. His hunger he satisfied by dipping toward trees loaded with ripening fruit. When the next night came he slept in a crotch high in a tall forest oak, crouched comfortably with his wings folded about him.


  It was not long before the world learned that the freak youth with wings was abroad. People in farms and villages and cities looked up incredulously at that slim figure winging high overhead. Ignorant folk who had never heard of David Rand flung themselves prostrate in panic as he passed across the sky.


  Through all that winter there were reports of David from the southland, reports that made it evident he had become almost completely a creature of the wild. What greater pleasure than to soar through the long sun-drenched days over the blue tropic seas, to swoop on the silver fish that broke from the waters, to gather strange fruits and sleep at night in a high tree close against the stars, and wake with dawn to another day of unfettered freedom?


  Now and again he would circle unsuspected over some city at night, soaring slowly in the darkness and peering down curiously at the vast pattern of straggling lights and the blazing streets choked with swarms of people and vehicles. He would not enter those cities and he could not see how the people in them could bear to live so, crawling over the surface of the Earth amid the rubbing and jostling of hordes like them, never knowing even for a moment the wild clean joy of soaring through blue infinities of sky. What could make life worthwhile for such earthbound, ant-like folk?


  When the spring sun grew hotter and higher, and the birds began to flock together in noisy swarms, David too felt something tugging him northward. So he flew north over the spring-green land, great bronzed wings tirelessly beating the air, a slim, tanned figure arrowing unerringly north.


  He came at last to his goal, the island where he had lived most of his life. It lay lonely and deserted now in the empty waters, dust gathering over the things in the abandoned bungalow, the garden weed-grown. David settled down there for a time, sleeping upon the porch, making long flights for amusement, west over the villages and dingy cities, north over the rugged, wave-dashed coast, east over the blue sea; until at last the flowers began to die and the air grew frosty, and the deep urge tugged at David until again he joined the great flocks of winged things going south.


  North and south—south and north—for three years that wild freedom of unchecked migration was his. In those three years he came to know mountain and valley, sea and river, storm and calm, and hunger and thirst, as only they of the wild know them. And in those years the world became accustomed to David, almost forgot him. He was the winged man, just a freak; there would never be another like him.


  Then in the third spring there came the end to David Rand’s winged freedom. He was on his spring flight north, and at dusk felt hunger. He made out in the twilight a suburban mansion amid extensive orchards and gardens, and swooped down toward it with ideas of early berries. He was very near the trees in the twilight when a gun roared from the ground. David felt a blinding stab of pain through his head, and knew nothing more.


  When he awoke, it was in a bed in a sunlit room. There were a kind-faced elderly man and a girl in the room, and another man who looked like a doctor. David discovered that there was a bandage around his head. These people, he saw, were all looking at him with intense interest.


  The elderly, kind-looking man said, “You’re David Rand, the fellow with wings? Well, you’re mighty lucky to be living.” He explained, “You see, my gardener has been watching for a hawk that steals our chickens. When you swooped down in the dusk last night, he fired at you before he could recognize you. Some of the shot from his gun just grazed your head.”


  The girl asked gently, “Are you feeling better now? The doctor says you’ll soon be as good as ever.” She added, “This is my father, Wilson Hall. I’m Ruth Hall.”


  David stared up at her. He thought he had never seen anyone so beautiful as this shy, soft, dark girl with her curling black hair and tender, worried brown eyes.


  He suddenly knew the reason for the puzzling persistence with which the birds sought each other out and clung together in pairs, each mating season. He felt the same thing in his own breast now, the urge toward this girl. He did not think of it as love, but suddenly he loved her.


  He told Ruth Hall slowly, “I’m all right now.”


  But she said, “You must stay here until you’re completely well. It’s the least we can do when it was our servant who almost killed you.”


  David stayed, as the wound healed. He did not like the house, whose rooms seemed so dark and stiflingly close to him, but he found that he could stay outside during the day, and could sleep on a porch at night.


  Neither did he like the newspaper men and cameramen who came to Wilson Hall’s house to get stories about the winged man’s accident; but these soon ceased coming, for David Rand was not now the sensation he had been years ago. And while visitors to the Hall home stared rather disconcertingly at him and at his wings, he got used to that.


  He put up with everything, so that he might be near Ruth Hall. His love for her was a clean fire burning inside him and nothing in the world now seemed so desirable as that she should love him too. Yet because he was still mostly of the wild, and had had little experience in talking, he found it hard to tell her what he felt.


  He did tell her, finally, sitting beside her in the sunlit garden. When he had finished, Ruth’s gentle brown eyes were troubled.


  “You want me to marry you, David?”


  “Why, yes,” he said, a little puzzled. “That’s what they call it when people mate, isn’t it? And I want you for my mate.”


  She said, distressed, “But David, your wings—”


  He laughed. “Why, there’s nothing the matter with my wings. The accident didn’t hurt them. See!”


  And he leaped to his feet, whipping open the great bronze wings that glittered in the sunlight, looking like a figure of fable poised for a leap into the blue, his slim tanned body clad only in the shorts which were all the clothing he would wear.


  The trouble did not leave Ruth’s eyes. She explained, “It’s not that, David—it’s that your wings make you so different from everybody else. Of course it’s wonderful that you can fly, but they make you so different from everyone else that people look on you as a kind of freak.”


  David stared. “You don’t look on me as that, Ruth?”


  “Of course not,” Ruth said. “But it does seem somehow a little abnormal, monstrous, your having wings.”


  “Monstrous?” he repeated. “Why, it’s nothing like that. It’s just—beautiful, being able to fly. See!”


  And he sprang upward with great wings whirring—up and up, climbing into the blue sky, dipping and darting and turning up there like a swallow, then cometing down in a breathless swoop to land lightly on his toes beside the girl.


  “Is there anything monstrous about that?” he demanded joyously. “Why, Ruth, I want you to fly with me, held in my arms, so that you’ll know the beauty of it as I know it.”


  The girl shuddered a little. “I couldn’t, David. I know it’s silly, but when I see you in the air like that you don’t seem so much a man as a bird, a flying animal, something unhuman.”


  David Rand stared at her, suddenly miserable. “Then you won’t marry me—because of my wings?”


  He grasped her in his strong, tanned arms, his lips seeking her soft mouth.


  “Ruth, I can’t live without you now that I’ve met you. I can’t!”


  It was on a night a little later that Ruth, somewhat hesitantly, made her suggestion. The moon flooded the garden with calm silver, gleamed on David Rand’s folded wings as he sat with keen young face bent eagerly toward the girl.


  She said, “David, there is a way in which we could marry and be happy, if you love me enough to do it.”


  “I’ll do anything!” he cried. “You know that.”


  She hesitated.


  “Your wings—they’re what keep us apart. I can’t have a husband who belongs more to the wild creatures than to the human race, a husband whom everyone would consider a freak, a deformed oddity. But if you were to have your wings taken off—”


  He stared at her. “My wings taken off?”


  She explained in an eager little rush of words. “It’s quite practicable, David. Doctor White, who treated you for that wound and who examined you then, has told me that it would be quite easy to amputate your wings above their bases. There would be no danger at all in it, and it would leave only the slight projection of the stumps on your back. Then you’d be a normal man and not a freak,” she added, her soft face earnest and appealing. “Father would give you a position in his business, and instead of an abnormal, roaming, half-human creature you would be like—like everyone else. We could be so happy then.”


  David Rand was stunned. “Amputate my wings?” he repeated almost uncomprehendingly. “You won’t marry me unless I do that?”


  “I can’t,” said Ruth painfully. “I love you, David, I do—but I want my husband to be like other women’s husbands.”


  “Never to fly again,” said David slowly, his face white in the moonlight. “To become earthbound, like everyone else! No!” he cried, springing to his feet in a wild revulsion. “I won’t do it—I won’t give up my wings! I won’t become like—”


  He stopped abruptly. Ruth was sobbing into her hands. All his anger gone, he stooped beside her, pulled down her hands, yearningly tilted up her soft, tear-stained face.


  “Don’t cry, Ruth,” he begged. “It isn’t that I don’t love you—I do, more than anything else on earth. But I had never thought of giving up my wings—the idea stunned me.” He told her, “You go on into the house. I must think it over a little.”


  She kissed him, her mouth quivering, and then was gone through the moonlight to the house. And David Rand remained, his brain in turmoil, pacing nervously in the silver light.


  Give up his wings? Never again to dip and soar and swoop with the winged things of the sky, never again to know the mad exaltation and tameless freedom of rushing flight?


  Yet—to give up Ruth—to deny this blind, irresistible yearning for her that beat in every atom of him—to know bitter loneliness and longing for her the rest of his life—how could he do that? He couldn’t do it. He wouldn’t.


  So David went rapidly toward the house and met the girl waiting for him on the moonlit terrace.


  “David?”


  “Yes, Ruth, I’ll do it. I’ll do anything for you.”


  She sobbed happily on his breast. “I knew you really loved me, David. I knew it.”


  Two days later David Rand came out of the mists of anesthesia in a hospital room, feeling very strange, his back an aching soreness. Doctor White and Ruth were bending over his bed.


  “Well, it was a complete success, young man,” said the doctor. “You’ll be out of here in a few days.”


  Ruth’s eyes were shining. “The day you leave, David, we’ll be married.”


  When they were gone, David slowly felt his back. Only the bandaged, projecting stumps of his wings remained. He could move the great wing-muscles, but no whirring pinions answered. He felt dazed and strange, as though some most vital part of him was gone. But he clung to the thought of Ruth—of Ruth waiting for him—


  And she was waiting for him, and they were married on the day he left the hospital. And in the sweetness of her love, David lost all of that strange dazed feeling, and almost forgot that once he had possessed wings and had roamed the sky a wild, winged thing.


  Wilson Hall gave his daughter and son-in-law a pretty white cottage on a wooded hill near town, and made a place for David in his business and was patient with his ignorance of commercial matters. And every day David drove his car into town and worked all day in his office and drove back homeward in the dusk to sit with Ruth before their fire, her head on his shoulder.


  “David, are you sorry that you did it?” Ruth would ask anxiously at first.


  And he would laugh and say, “Of course not, Ruth. Having you is worth anything.”


  And he told himself that that was true, that he did not regret the loss of his wings. All that past time when he had flown the sky with whirring wings seemed only a strange dream and only now had he awakened to real happiness, he assured himself.


  Wilson Hall told his daughter, “David’s doing well down at the office. I was afraid he would always be a little wild, but he’s settled down fine.”


  Ruth nodded happily and said, “I knew that he would. And everyone likes him so much now.”


  For people who once had looked askance at Ruth’s marriage now remarked that it had turned out very well after all.


  “He’s really quite nice. And except for the slight humps on his shoulders, you’d never think that he had been different from anyone else,” they said.


  So the months slipped by. In the little cottage on the wooded hill was complete happiness until there came the fall, frosting the lawn with silver each morning, stamping crazy colors on the maples.


  One fall night David woke suddenly, wondering what had so abruptly awakened him. Ruth was still sleeping softly with gentle breathing beside him. He could hear no sound.


  Then he heard it. A far-away, ghostly whistling trailing down from the frosty sky, a remote, challenging shrilling that throbbed with a dim, wild note of pulsing freedom.


  He knew what it was, instantly. He swung open the window and peered up into the night with beating heart. And up there he saw them, long, streaming files of hurtling wild birds, winging southward beneath the stars. In an instant the wild impulse to spring from the window, to rocket up after them into the clean, cold night, clamored blindly in David’s heart.


  Instinctively the great wing-muscles at his back tensed. But only the stumps of his wings moved beneath his pajama jacket. And suddenly he was limp, trembling, aghast at that blind surge of feeling. Why, for a moment he had wanted to go, to leave Ruth. The thought appalled him, was like a treachery against himself. He crept back into bed and lay, determinedly shutting his ears to that distant, joyous whistling that fled southward through the night.


  The next day he plunged determinedly into his work at the office. But all through that day he found his eyes straying to the window’s blue patch of sky. And week by week thereafter, all through the long months of winter and spring, the old wild yearning grew more and more an unreasonable ache inside his heart, stronger than ever when the flying creatures came winging north in spring.


  He told himself savagely, “You’re a fool. You love Ruth more than anything else on earth and you have her. You don’t want anything else.”


  And again in the sleepless night he would assure himself, “I’m a man, and I’m happy to live a normal man’s life, with Ruth.”


  But in his brain old memories whispered slyly, “Do you remember that first time you flew, that mad thrill of soaring upward for the first time, the first giddy whirl and swoop and glide?”


  And the night wind outside the window called, “Remember how you raced with me, beneath the stars and above the sleeping world, and how you laughed and sang as your wings fought me?”


  And David Rand buried his face in his pillow and muttered, “I’m not sorry I did it. I’m not!”


  Ruth awoke and asked sleepily, “Is anything the matter, David?”


  “No, dear,” he told her, but when she slept again he felt the hot tears stinging his eyelids, and whispered blindly, “I’m lying to myself. I want to fly again.”


  But from Ruth, happily occupied with his comfort and their home and their friends, he concealed all that blind, buried longing. He fought to conquer it, destroy it, but could not.


  When no one else was by, he would watch with aching heart the swallows darting and diving in the sunset, or the hawk soaring high and remote in the blue, or the kingfisher’s thrilling swoop. And then bitterly he would accuse himself of being a traitor to his own love for Ruth.


  Then that spring Ruth shyly told him something. “David, next fall—a child of ours—”


  He was startled. “Ruth, dear!” Then he asked, “You’re not afraid that it might be—”


  She shook her head confidently. “No. Doctor White says there is no chance that it will be born abnormal as you were. He says that the different gene-characters that caused you to be born with wings are bound to be a recessive character, not a dominant, and that there is no chance of that abnormality being inherited. Aren’t you glad?”


  “Of course,” he said, holding her tenderly. “It’s going to be wonderful.”


  Wilson Hall beamed at the news. “A grandchild—that’s fine!” he exclaimed. “David, do you know what I’m going to do after its birth? I’m going to retire and leave you as head of the firm.”


  “Oh, dad!” cried Ruth, and kissed her father joyfully.


  David stammered his thanks. And he told himself that this ended for good all his vague, unreasonable longings. He was going to have more than Ruth to think about now, was going to have the responsibilities of a family man.


  He plunged into work with new zest. For a few weeks he did entirely forget that old blind yearning, in his planning for things to come. He was all over that now, he told himself.


  Then suddenly his whole being was overturned by an amazing thing. For some time the wing-stumps on David’s shoulders had felt sore and painful. Also it seemed they were much larger than they had been. He took occasion to examine them in a mirror and was astounded to discover that they had grown out in two very large hump-like projections that curved downward on each side along his back.


  David Rand stared and stared into the mirror, a strange surmise in his eyes. Could it be possible that—”


  He called on Doctor White the next day, on another pretext. But before he left he asked casually, “Doctor, I was wondering, is there any chance that my wings would ever start to grow out again?”


  Doctor White said thoughtfully, “Why, I suppose there is a chance of it, at that. A newt can regenerate a lost limb, you know, and numerous animals have similar powers of regeneration. Of course an ordinary man cannot regenerate a lost arm or leg like that, but your body is not an ordinary one and your wings might possess some power of partial regeneration, for one time at least.” He added. “You don’t need to worry about it, though, David. If they start to grow out again, just come in and I’ll remove them again without any trouble.”


  David Rand thanked him and left. But day after day thereafter, he closely watched and soon saw beyond doubt that the freak of genes that had given him wings in the first place had also given him at least a partial power of regenerating them.


  For the wings were growing out again, day by day. The humps on his shoulders had become very much larger, though covered by his specially tailored coats the change in them was not noticed. They broke through late that summer in wings—real wings, though small as yet. Folded under his clothing, they were not apparent.


  David knew that he should go in and let the doctor amputate them before they got larger. He told himself that he did not any longer want wings—Ruth and the coming child and their future together were all that meant anything to him now.


  Yet still he did not say anything to anyone, kept the growing wings concealed and closed beneath his clothing. They were poor, weak wings, compared to his first ones, as though stunted by the previous amputation. It was unlikely that he would ever be able to fly with them, he thought, even if he wanted to, which he didn’t.


  He told himself, though, that it would be easier to have them removed after they had attained their full size. Besides, he didn’t want to disturb Ruth at this time by telling her that the wings had grown again. So he reassured himself, and so the weeks passed until by early October his second wings had grown to their full size, though they were stunted and pitiful compared to his first splendid pinions.


  On the first week in October, a little son was born to Ruth and David. A fine, strong-limbed little boy, without a trace of anything unusual about him. He was normal of weight, and his back was straight and smooth, and he would never have wings. And a few nights later they were all in the little cottage, admiring him.


  “Isn’t he beautiful?” asked Ruth, looking up with eyes shining with pride.


  David nodded dumbly, his heart throbbing with emotion as he looked down at the red, sleeping mite. His son!


  “He’s wonderful,” he said humbly. “Ruth, dear—I want to work the rest of my life for you and for him.”


  Wilson Hall beamed on them and chuckled, “You’re going to have a chance to do that, David. What I said last spring goes. This afternoon I formally resigned as head of the firm and saw that you were named as my successor.”


  David tried to thank him. His heart was full with complete happiness, with love for Ruth and for their child. He felt that no one before had ever been so happy.


  Then after Wilson Hall had left, and Ruth was sleeping and he was alone, David suddenly realized that there was something he must do.


  He told himself sternly, “All these months you’ve been lying to yourself, making excuses for yourself, letting your wings grow again. In your heart, all that time, you were hoping that you would be able to fly again.”


  He laughed. “Well, that’s all over, now. I only told myself before that I didn’t want to fly. It wasn’t true, then, but it is now. I’ll never again long for wings, for flying, now that I have both Ruth and the boy.”


  No, never again—that was ended. He would drive into town this very night and have Doctor White remove these new-grown second wings. He would never even let Ruth know about them.


  Flushed with that resolve, he hurried out of the cottage into the windy darkness of the fall night. The red moon was lifting above the treetops eastward and by its dull light he started back toward the garage. All around him the trees were bending and creaking under the brawling, jovial hammering of the hard north wind.


  David stopped suddenly. Down through the frosty night had come a faint, far sound that jerked his head erect. A distant, phantom whistling borne on the rushing wind, rising, falling, growing stronger and stronger—the wild birds, southing through the noisy night, shrilling their exultant challenge as the wind bore their wings onward. That wild throb of freedom that he had thought dead clutched hard of a sudden at David’s heart.


  He stared up into the darkness with brilliant eyes, hair blowing in the wind. To be up there with them just once again—to fly with them just one more time—”


  Why not? Why not fly this one last time and so satisfy that aching longing before he lost these last wings? He would not go far, would make but a short flight and then return to have the wings removed, to devote his life to Ruth and their son. No one would ever know.


  Swiftly he stripped off his clothing in the darkness, stood erect, spreading the wings that had been so long concealed and confined. Quaking doubt assailed him. Could he fly at all, now? Would these poor, stunted, second wings even bear him aloft for a few minutes? No, they wouldn’t—he knew they wouldn’t!


  The wild wind roared louder through the groaning trees, the silvery shrilling high overhead came louder. David stood poised, knees bent, wings spread for the leap upward, agony on his white face. He couldn’t try it—he knew that he couldn’t leave the ground.


  But the wind was shouting in his ears, “You can do it, you can fly again! See, I am behind you, waiting to lift you, ready to race you up there under the stars!”


  And the exultant, whistling voices high above were shrilling, “Upward—up with us! You belong among us, not down there! Upward—fly!”


  He sprang! The stunted wings smote the air wildly, and he was soaring! The dark trees, the lighted window of the cottage, the whole hilltop, dropped behind and below him as his wings bore him upward on the bellowing wind.


  Up, up—clean, hard battering of the cold air on his face once more, the crazy roaring of the wind around him, the great thrash of his wings bearing him higher and higher.


  David Rand’s high, ringing laughter pealed out on the screaming wind as he flew on between the stars and the nighted earth. Higher and higher, right up among the shrilling, southing birds that companioned him on either side. On and on he flew with them.


  He knew suddenly that this alone was living, this alone was waking. All that other life that had been his, down there, that had been the dream, and he had awakened from it now. It was not he who worked in an office and had loved a woman and a child down there. It was a dream David Rand who had done that, and the dream was over now.


  Southward, southward, he rushed through the night, and the wind screamed, and the moon rose higher, until at last the land passed from beneath and he flew with the flying birds over moonlit plains of ocean. He knew that it was madness to fly on with these poor wings that already were tiring and weakening, but he had no thought in his exultant brain of turning back. To fly on, to fly this one last time, that was enough!


  So that when his tired wings began at last to fail, and he began to sink lower and lower toward the silvered waters, there was no fear and no regret in his breast. It was what he had always expected and wanted, at the end, and he was drowsily glad—glad to be falling as all they with wings must finally fall, after a brief lifetime of wild, sweet flight, dropping contentedly to rest.


  THE EPHEMERAE


  Astounding Science Fiction, December 1938


  DISTANT DRUMS BEGAN to throb dimly, down in the night-shrouded wilderness of rusting towers that was dead New York. The sound drifted up through the hot, still night into this candlelit room where Kimball Drew sat writing.


  It was a big, shadowy and dusty room that had once been his own laboratory here in Manhattan University. The timid light of the single candle on his desk flickered scaredly, throwing a shaking gleam on the woven tungsten suit that covered Kimball’s whole head and body except his face.


  “B-rroom,” throbbed the distant drums, in dull, slow rhythm. “B-rroom—”


  Kimball Drew looked up. Through the open window in front of his desk, he could look down into the vast black wilderness of rusting buildings whence came the sound.


  A shadow of pity crossed his strong, weary young face as he listened. “Another of the Ephemerae dying,” he muttered. “Poor devil . . . a few weeks of life and love and sunshine, and now his little life is over.”


  He had heard the death drums of the superstitious Ephemerae many times before, accompanying one of their number into eternity. But tonight they seemed heavier.


  Kimball rose slowly and walked through the shadowy, untenanted lecture rooms and laboratories until he emerged from the big building. He stood on its steps in the darkness, gazing southward. Around him, dark and lonesome in the starlight, bulked the proud structures of the university. In front of him, sloping downward in the AST—4 darkness beyond the campus, stretched the black metropolis.


  “B-rroom,” muttered the insistent death drums of the Ephemerae, down there.


  Numbing heartbreak came into Kimball’s heavy, weary young face as he listened. “Children . . . superstitious savages,” he whispered. “Everyone on Earth, like that, except Ormond and myself. And it’s all my fault—”


  His tormented eyes lifted toward the brilliant white star that blazed supernally in Aquila, like a huge, scintillating diamond. And his voice was a thick mutter of tortured self-accusation. “God, why did I let this happen to humanity? Why didn’t I save them from it?”


  There was no sound except the sluggish sighing of the hot breeze, and the dim, far-off pulsing of the death drums. The old, black sense of guilt, the agonizing self-reproach that had haunted Kimball Drew for two long years, was writhing in his soul tonight as he stared sickly at that blazing white nova that glared over the roofs of dead New York.


  That glaring star seemed to him a living thing, looking down gloatingly upon the terrible change it had wrought, winking and twinkling in remote, malign amusement. For it was that far star that had changed the whole race of mankind into—the Ephemerae. Two years before that nova had exploded and had drenched Earth with a flood of hard radiation that had so affected the human genes as to cause a world-wide mutation of the human race.


  Kimball drew looked down sickly at the tungsten suit he wore. He and Ross Ormond, his young fellow scientist, had escaped the mutation by wearing these ray-proof suits. They had not been changed into Ephemerae.


  “But I ought to have changed and died, like all the rest,” Kimball whispered deadly, as he looked down across the vast, black city. “I didn’t save the others . . . I should have died with them—”


  Then the reaction came, and his haggard face hardened once more in desperate determination. “No, it’s better that Ormond and I escaped,” he muttered. “With us two left, there’s a chance to teach and civilize the Ephemerae.”


  B-rroom! B-rroom!


  The drums of the Ephemerae were talking on, down in the lightless city. Whispering of the approach of Death, of the shoreless night into which a human soul was slowly and reluctantly slipping. But there was a strange terror also in their thudding rhythm tonight, a quivering fear of something monstrous and unbelievable. Something that couldn’t happen, but was happening. Like the pound of a fearful heart, they throbbed.


  A vague chill came over Kimball Drew as he listened. The dim horror in that rumbling rhythm reached him and plucked his nerves like harp strings. Something had happened down there, something that had terrified the Ephemerae.


  Then he saw one of the Ephemerae running up across the dark, weed-grown campus toward him. A full-grown man, a white savage with wild black hair and beard, clothed only in an old pair of breeches. His face was terrified in the starlight.


  “Lord!” he cried frantically to Kimball Drew. “The Other God . . . he is dying!”


  “Ormond dying?” Kimball repeated stupidly. “That can’t be! He was all right a month ago, when I last saw him.”


  “He dies . . . the Other God dies!” wailed the terrified man. “We are afraid! What will become of us if the Gods die?”


  “Lead me to the Other God—quickly!” Kimball snapped.


  The terrified savage turned and started in an unsteady run, back down into the city. Kimball followed, a cold fear clutching at his heart. Had some accident overtaken Ross Ormond? Lord, if that had happened—if the only companion of his own race were taken from him—if he were left completely alone in the world with the Ephemerae—


  The heavy, fearful throb of the death drums came louder to his ears as he followed his savage guide through the dead metropolis. And he could hear a wailing of terror-laden voices, a keening chant of long, falling inflections. Huge black towers of a people dead for two years looked down broodingly on Kimball Drew and his guide as they hurried through the dark, littered streets. Around rusting wrecks of stalled automobiles and busses they hastened, past long rows of looted stores whose shattered windows gaped at them like blind eyes.


  The hot, heavy darkness seemed pregnant with something strange and menacing, tonight. The thud and rumble of the drums ahead, the long, plaintive chant, deepened the somberness of mood that weighed down Kimball’s soul.


  He felt as though ghosts were watching him from the black buildings—ghosts of the millions of his race who had inhabited this place before the great mutation had swept them away. Shadowy wraiths who were peering at him from dark rooms, phantoms bitterly watching the man who might have saved them and hadn’t.


  “The God dies!” came the plaintive wail from close ahead. “The Other God dies . . . and we are lost!”


  B-rroom! Boom! Loud pulsed the drums in a heavy, terror-laden undertone to the keening chant.


  Kimball emerged inter a cross street where a big fire burned on the pavement. It was outside a tall, dark apartment building, and in its flickering light sat a crowd of hundreds of the Ephemerae. Wild white savages, clothed in queerly assorted garments from the looted stores, they squatted in the firelight with all their faces turned toward the entrance of the tall building, and with naked terror on their firelit features.


  The Ephemerae—the butterfly race into which mankind had suddenly been mutated by the radiation from that distant, exploding, star! A race that looked outwardly the same as the old human species, but one whose life-processes were hundreds of times accelerated. A race whose life span from birth to senility occupied, not seventy years, but seventy days.


  In this terrified crowd of the Ephemerae, Kimball saw half-grown boys and girls who were only a few days old, crouching fearfully against their mothers. Stalwart young men of three weeks’ age, in the prime of life, gripped clubs and spears as though to repel an approaching horror. Aging men two months old, the elders of the tribe, thumped the skin-headed drums to whose throbbing rhythm the others lifted their fearful chant.


  As Kimball approached in the shaking red firelight, a hoarse cry went up from the crouching Ephemerae.


  “Lord, the Other God dies!” they cried pleadingly. “Save us . . . doom is upon us!”


  “You fear without reason!” Kimball told them loudly. “The Other God cannot die . . . he is immortal, like me. Have we two not lived through many, many of your generations? Did not your grandfathers and their grandfathers know us, as we are now?”


  “Yes, lord,” sobbed one of the Ephemerae, “we know that the two gods have lived forever, for all our forefathers, back into the misty generations, have known and worshiped you. But now we know not what to do, when one of the gods is dying—”


  With an impatient exclamation, Kimball strode through the whimpering, wailing throng, past the thudding drums into the building. In the great, shadowy room that had once been a lobby, torches flared on the walls. And two youths of the Ephemerae, tall striplings a fortnight old, were crouching terrifiedly beside a couch on which lay a thin, wasted form.


  “Ormond?” cried Kimball, striding toward the couch. “Is that you?”


  There came a cracked whisper from the thin and wasted figure who lay before him. “Yes, Kim—”


  Kimball stopped, staggered by the shock of what he saw as he looked down at the figure on the couch. It was Ross Ormond, he saw. But not the blond, good-looking young Ormond he had last seen, not the robust young scientist who had for two years been his companion.


  This was an old man with thin, clawlike hands that plucked nervously at the blanket that covered him. An old, old man with snow-white hair, and a wrinkled, age-seamed face out of which fading blue eyes peered blindly up at Kimball.


  “Kim—” that senile figure whispered again, through stiff, cracked lips.


  “Ormond!” yelled Kimball hoarsely. “For God’s sake, what happened to you? Only a month ago, you were as young as I—”


  Then he saw. Ormond was not now wearing the tungsten suit which was the only protection from the deadly stellar radiation that had mutated mankind into an ephemeral race. Ormond had taken the suit off—and had been mutated, like the rest of mankind. Had become one of the Ephemerae! And had aged with the same swiftness that they did, a year in every day, thirty years in the last month!


  “Yes,” the aged Ormond was whispering. “I took the suit off. I let the radiation make me one of the Ephemerae. I’ve lived out half my lifetime in this last month . . . and now I’m dying.”


  Kimball’s haggard face was frozen, as he looked down into the wrinkled, senile features of his friend. Through the frozen silence in this torchlit room stabbed the keening wail of the Ephemerae gathered outside.


  “The Other God dies! He dies—” B-rroom! Boom!


  “Ormond, why did you do it?” Kimball’s voice was choked with tears as he bent over the other. “You were the only companion I had, the only other living person of the old race. You’re leaving me alone now, with the Ephemerae.”


  “I know,” muttered the dying, senile man. “I’m sorry, Kim, but I couldn’t help it. You remember Mara?”


  “Mara? That girl of the Ephemerae you married last month?” Kimball repeated. His mind flew back to that night a month before, when Ormond had returned to their quarters in the university with a ragged girl of the Ephemerae clinging to his arm. A scared, eager, pretty girl-savage who had looked up at Ormond with eyes in which awe, worship and love were mingled.


  “This is Mara,” Ormond had said, his blond young face defiant. “I’m going to marry her.”


  “You marry one of the Ephemerae?” Kimball had cried dismayedly. “You’re mad! You know that in a few weeks this girl will have aged to an old woman, will be dying of senility.”


  “We’ll have a few weeks of happiness, at least,” Ormond had muttered. “It’s better than this cursed loneliness that’s driving me crazy.”


  “You’re quitting on me!” Kimball had accused. “Our work of teaching the Ephemerae—of rekindling human civilization among them—you’re giving it up!”


  “It’s futile, useless,” Ormond had declared somberly. “Civilization is gone forever, Kim. No civilization can ever be built up among a people whose whole life span is only a couple of months. We might as well stop trying, and get what happiness we can out of life.”


  “I’ll never stop trying to rebuild civilization, not while I’m alive!” Kimball had declared fiercely.


  He and Ormond had parted in anger. And he had not seen Ormond and his girl bride since, though he had known they were living somewhere in the dead metropolis.


  “Mara . . . your wife . . . where is she?” he asked of the dying man.


  Ormond raised his clawlike hand and pointed to another couch in a shadowed comer. Kimball saw a blanket-shrouded figure on it, the still body of an aged woman whose white hair and one parchmentlike wrist lay uncovered by the blanket.


  “That’s Mara,” Ormond whispered. “She died yesterday. She was very old.” He lay, looking up at the ceiling with faded eyes, his thin chest rising and falling jerkily. The two youths beside his couch watched silently, with dumb grief.


  “The Other God dies!” wailed the plaintive chant from the firelit street. “The God who lived forever dies!”


  Steady throbbed the thudding drums out there, beating through the night to Kimball’s ears like the fearful heartbeats of the dread-haunted savages.


  Ormond was speaking again. A dry, difficult whisper that hardly moved his lips. “It was a week after I married Mara that I took off the tungsten suit, Kim. You see . . . we two were so happy at first. But like all the Ephemerae, she was aging more than a year in every day, and at the end of that first week, she was perceptibly older than I.


  “She didn’t complain. She said she knew that I was a god and would live forever, while she must grow old and die in a few weeks. We had been happy together, and she was glad of that, she said, and wouldn’t mind dying.


  “But I couldn’t see her grow old without me, Kim! I couldn’t! You see, at first she had only been somebody to ease my loneliness. But I knew by the end of that week that I loved her. I knew I loved her, and that her fate had to be mine, too, that I couldn’t live on after her, without her.


  “So I took the suit off. And I felt the radiation changing me. I felt every vital process of my body infinitely accelerated, and I knew that I was like the Ephemerae, that I was aging a year in every day. Time seemed to stretch out subtly, so that a day suddenly seemed a long, long time.


  “I was glad to be one of the Ephemerae! For it meant that Mara and I were really together now, that we would grow old at the same rate, that nothing now could separate us. And when our children were born—”


  “Children?” cried Kimball, startled. Ormond nodded feebly, and pointed to the two youths squatting at the foot of his couch and looking up at him with dumb fear and anguish on their faces. They edged closer, at his gesture. And his wrinkled, trembling hand lovingly touched the dark head of the nearest.


  “These are . . . our sons, Kim. Born to us more than two weeks ago.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me what you were doing?” cried Kimball, his voice raw with emotion. “I’d have stopped you, somehow.”


  “I knew you would try,” Ormond murmured. “That’s why I didn’t let you know, but lived with Mara and the Ephemerae down here, all these weeks.” His thin voice cracked as he added, “She died yesterday. I told you that. She had been getting weaker and older every day, and the disease took her quite quickly. I was glad when it seized me, too, after she died. I’m glad to be going, with Mara.”


  Kimball’s haggard face was working and there were tears glimmering in the corners of his eyes. “You shouldn’t have done it, Ormond,” he said chokedly. “You’ve thrown away your whole life . . . all the thirty or forty years you might have lived . . . for a mere few weeks of happiness.”


  “No, I’ve lived my whole life out, in these few weeks,” Ormond whispered. “Kim, we always thought the lives of the Ephemerae were pitifully brief and frustrated. But they’re not. I’ve found that out. Their life span may be short, but it holds as much joy and pain and sorrow as any long one.


  “Kim, I’ve lived longer in this last month than in all my thirty years before. I’ve learned love and loyalty; I’ve held my sons in my arms and watched them grow to manhood; I’ve seen my wife and by friends among the Ephemerae grow old with me, and die one by one. And now I can die, as contentedly as if I’d lived eighty years in my other life.”


  “But you’ve thought only of yourself!” Kimball exclaimed passionately. “Your duty to the race, to these Ephemerae, was to live on, so that together we could teach them, and relight civilization among them.


  “You knew that, Ormond! You knew how hard I’ve labored for these two years, teaching the Ephemerae, trying to start human progress going again among this new race. And yet you deserted me, and now you’re dying, leaving me forever.”


  Ormond’s defending whisper came feebly over the wailing and heavy throb of drums. “It was a vain dream we had, Kim . . . to civilize the Ephemerae. I came to see that. Human civilization is gone forever. It was doomed on the day that star exploded, and with its radiation mutated mankind into a short-lived race.”


  His fading eyes turned toward the open window beside him, where, in a blue-black oblong of starred sky, Novae Aqiulae blazed brilliant over New York’s roofs. “You can’t fight destiny,” Ormond whispered. “A star a billion miles away explodes . . . and human civilization falls like a house of cards. The fantastic, inexorable mathematics of fate!”


  His voice trailed into silence. In the stillness, the somber rhythm of the drums out in the firelit street, the wailing chant of the Ephemerae, rose loud. “The Other God dies—”


  B-rroom!


  Death drums of the butterfly people, throbbing through the dead and mighty city, pulsing into the room where an old, old man lay dying—Ormond lay, with an expression of strange, relaxed tranquillity on his wrinkled face, in his halfclosed eyes. His thin hand still rested on the dark head of his oldest son, as he listened to the thudding drums.


  “Things could all have been so different!” Kimball Drew burst, his haggard face working. “If people had only listened when I published my warning about what the new radiation would do to humanity! If only a hundred people had worn protective suits as we did. If even a dozen people had done it—”


  “I know,” Ormond whispered. “Then we would still have had a nucleus for a long-lived race. But they wouldn’t believe; they wouldn’t wear the suits. Only you and I.”


  “It’s those first weeks that keep haunting me,” Kimball said thickly. “Those first horrible weeks when the effects of the radiation began to appear. That sudden speeding up of human growth, the terror of all those bewildered millions as they began aging a year in every day, the crash of civilized institutions around us, the riot and panic and death here in New York—”


  His voice rose to a raw and tortured shrillness. “I should have prevented it all, Ormond! I could have prevented it, if I’d somehow made them heed my warning. And because I failed to make them listen, the mutation went on, and man became an ephemeral race forever. Because I failed!”


  “No, Kim!” Ormond whispered earnestly, his wrinkled, senile face shadowed with anxiety and pity. “It wasn’t your fault that they wouldn’t believe your warning.”


  “It was my fault,” Kimball repeated, self-accusation in his worn, brooding face. “My fault, that the human progress of ten thousand years crashed overnight.” The torture in his heart broke through into his anguished voice. “That’s why I’vfe tried so hard to teach the Ephemerae, to bring them back to civilization, Ormond. So that I can atone for my failure to prevent this world-disaster. And now you’re leaving me to carry on that task alone.”


  He buried his quivering face in his hands, and his voice came muffled and jerky. “So long, these two years since the mutation! Two years in this city of ghosts, working with these savages who are the great-grandchildren of our own contemporaries, trying to teach them the first rudiments of civilization.


  “And the work so hard, so slow! Because they think I’m an immortal god, they’ve tried to learn, poor devils . . . but they have done it simply to obey me, and not because they have any understanding of what I’m trying to teach them. And now I’ve got to go on with that slow, groping work, alone until I die.”


  Ormond raised himself a little with a feeble effort, and looked down at his friend’s quivering shoulders with wise, faded old eyes. “Kim, why do you keep torturing yourself with this impossible task?” he whispered. “For it is impossible to civilize the Ephemerae. The very basis of human civilization was leisure . . . spare time in which to indulge curiosity and experiment. And the Ephemerae, rushing from birth to death in days, have no leisure.”


  “I know that,” Kimball said, raising his haggard face, “but I’m trying to get them to think and work in generations, instead of in individual lifetimes. One generation will sow grain, and the next generation will harvest it. One generation will gather fuel in the fall, for the generation of winter to use.”


  “You’ll never succeed in getting them to think that way,” Ormond murmured. “They’re too human to want to work for posterity. Back in our own civilized era, how many people were willing to perform even the slightest labor for posterity?”


  “I’ll make them work for the generations to come!” Kimball declared desperately. “I’m their immortal god, and I’ll implant in them a sacred command, a racial tradition, of preparing for the next generation. It’s the one chance, the one device, by which the Ephemerae can possibly progress to civilization.”


  Heavy and loud, the drums were rumbling out in the darkness. Strong and hoarse rose the keening wail. Ormond, listening, kept his faded eyes upon his friend’s haggard face. “Kim, you’ve let a fancied guilt goad you on for two years in your feverish attempt to civilize the Ephemerae,” he whispered. “And you’ve failed. You’ll always fail. Why don’t you give up this quixotic attempt, and snatch a little happiness for yourself while you still live?


  “I’ve learned a lot of things . . . a lifetime of lessons . . . in these last few weeks, Kim. I’ve learned that nothing is important in life but the little bit of love and laughter and sunshine that we can have before we die. These weeks with Mara . . . our sons . . . those are what comfort me now that I’m going to die. And you won’t even have that little to comfort you on your deathbed, if you waste away your life in this futile toil.”


  “I can’t give up! I can’t!” cried Kimball. “It would be treachery to all the generations of the past and of the future!” He pointed agonizedly through the open window to the looming black masses of silent, lifeless towers. “This city . . . think of the knowledge and science and skill it took to build it . . . knowledge and skill painfully, slowly gathered by thousands of past generations. All that great structure of human endeavor, doomed now, lost and wasted forever unless these Ephemerae can become the heirs of humanity!


  “If I can start them along the right road with my teaching, they will inherit all that knowledge and it won’t be lost. But if I fail, if I give up, they’re doomed to be mere savages wandering Earth for all their future. No one else will ever be able to teach them, when I’m gone. I’m their last chance!”


  There was pity in Ormond’s fading eyes, the pity of the very old looking at the young.


  “That . . . it’s all I’ve got to live for now,” Kimball added desperately. “My work . . . my teaching of these people—”


  He looked out again at the brilliant fleck of light flaring balefully over the clustered roofs. “No star can beat man,” he muttered. “Not ever.”


  Ormond had closed his eyes. There was a space of stillness, heavy with wail and drum throb. The thudding, rumbling rhythm suddenly broke off. At the same moment, the wailing chant ceased.


  Kimball went tiredly to the door and looked out. In the red firelight, hundreds of white faces looked dumbly up at him in strange, naked horror.


  “What now—” he started to say. Then he heard the low, quiet sobbing from in the room behind him. The sobbing of Ormond’s sons. They had pressed their faces against the couch on which their father lay, and their broad, naked shoulders were quivering.


  “Ormond!” cried Kimball, stumbling back across the room.


  Ormond’s faded blue eyes were open again—and serenely empty. His wrinkled face was still and peaceful, with that touch of shadow at its edges that told everything.


  Kimball looked down dully at his dead friend. He felt no great emotion, now. He felt tired, and heavy, and infinitely lonely.


  “Is the Other God truly dead?” The awed whisper came from Ephemerae looking timidly into the shadowy room from the doorway.


  Kimball Drew nodded dully. “He is dead.”


  “But can the gods die?” asked one, still incredulous, staring wildly at the still form on the couch.


  Boom!


  The drums were vibrating again out there, not to rolling rhythms now, but in deep, heavy strokes, at long, regular intervals.


  Boom!


  “The Other God is dead!” wailed the terror-laden chant now.


  Kimball spoke heavily to the Ephemerae staring awedly into the dusky hall. “Wrap the Other God and his mate, and bring them after me,” he directed. “We shall bury them together.”


  Presently he was moving tiredly back through the dark and littered streets, back the way he had come, toward the campus of the university. Behind him through the hot darkness came a trailing cortege of flickering red torches.


  The Ephemerae carried the wrapped bodies of Ormond and Mara as they followed him toward the campus. Their drums boomed solemnly through the dead streets; their hoarse chant hollowly reverberated from the brooding black towers. “He is dead . . . dead . . . dead! The Other God is dead!”


  Boom!


  Strange funeral procession through the dead, haunted metropolis! And a stranger funeral it seemed to Kimball Drew, with flaring red torches and awe-stricken faces ringing the wide, hastily dug grave in the weedy campus. Long, rolling rhythm of the rumbling drums, crescendoing to a climax as the two blanket-wrapped bodies were lowered slowly into the grave. Drums of the Ephemerae, throbbing up to heart-swift beat for a moment.


  And then silence, deep and pregnant, as the earth was gently pushed back into the yawning grave. Silence, except for the soft patter of falling clods.


  “The Other God is gone . . . but I am left,” Kimball heard himself telling the silent, torchlit throng in a dull, remote voice. “There is nothing to fear.”


  For there was terror in the wild faces before him and there was terror in the trembling voice of the old man who answered him. “Yet we fear! For we have now no gods to protect us!”


  “Am I not still here?” Kimball demanded, but the old Ephemera shook his head grievingly.


  “You are not a god. We thought you were, but gods do not die. You are but a man such as ourselves.”


  And a deep murmur went through the whole fearful, torchlit throng of the Ephemerae. “Gods do not die.”


  They looked at Kimball as he stood stunned, and they looked at him, not reproachfully, but sadly. “Aie, this is a black night for us, my people!” exclaimed the old Ephemera tremulously. “Always we thought that the two gods would protect us from the evils of the world, always we depended upon them to foresee disasters to come.


  “And now we see that they were not gods, and so we are left alone and unprotected, and have only our own poor skill and strength with which to protect ourselves.”


  “You mean . . . that you’re not going to obey me, not going to listen to my teachings, any more?” Kimball cried hoarsely.


  The old man nodded solemnly. “We tried to learn the things you commanded, even though we could not understand them, because we thought you were more than a man. But now we know you are but a man.”


  Kimball Drew made a desperate, urgent gesture with his metal-clad arm.


  “I tell you, I am a god!” he cried. “Have I not lived just as I am now, ever since the oldest of you was a child? Did not your grandfathers and their grandfathers know me?”


  “Yes, but it was the same with the Other God . . . and yet he died,” answered the old Ephemera. “So will you die also, some day. And gods do not die.”


  “Gods do not die!” echoed the hoarse, fearful chorus.


  They started to move away across the dark campus. Kimball shouted frantically after the receding throng. “Come back! You can’t turn against me like this! You’ve got to let me teach you, guide you! You’ve got to—”


  He found himself alone in the heavy darkness, shouting hoarsely into silence. The red torches of the Ephemerae were disappearing down into the black wilderness of the city.


  “Come back!” Kimball’s hoarse voice trailed off into silence. His shoulders sagged, and he stood stricken. “They’ll never come back to me,” he whispered thickly.


  No, never! His long, desperate struggle to teach the Ephemerae, to re-civilize them, was done at last. Finished. A failure.


  A last wave of blind heartbreak and revolt surged in him as he looked down through blurring tears at the raw grave at his feet.


  “You destroyed my last chance by dying, Ormond,” he choked. “But you didn’t know—”


  He stood there in the solemn darkness, and felt all hope and fear and self-reproach drowning in the utter weariness that flowed through his brain like an icy opiate.


  Now, at the end of his strange road, that was all he could feel; a vast weariness.


  “Tired . . . so damned tired,” he muttered, staring down at the silent grave. “And there’s nothing more I can do now. Nothing but rest—”


  He started back toward the tall Physics Building, with slow, dead steps. The yellow-glowing window of his candlelit laboratory beaconed cheerily through the dark.


  Once inside the big room, he moved over to his desk by the window and sat stiffly down. He sat there, his broad metal shoulders sagging down, and his haggard face strange and wistful as he looked out across the starlit campus and the black city.


  Novae Aquilae was sinking westward in flaring splendor. And about and above it burned the bright cressets of the farther and nearer stars, those distant suns that the dreaming sons of men had once thought to conquer and harness.


  “Not for man, no,” Kimball whispered. “But we ran a good race, didn’t we? We accomplished some things, in our day.”


  He raised his metal-sheathed arm in ironic salute to the blazing orb sliding down behind the brooding pinnacles. “To . . . the victor,” he muttered.


  His arm froze like that, in midair. His whole body stiffened, and his dilated eyes stared wildly out through the window. Someone was coming up the starlit campus toward this building—someone who carried a rifle and who wore a gleaming metal suit!


  Kimball Drew began to tremble violently. “No,” he told himself thickly. “Delirium of some kind . . . can’t be real—”


  But the sturdy little figure in gleaming metal out there was coming on! He glimpsed the white blur of a face raised toward his own candlelit window. He got to his feet and reeled like a drunken man toward the door. He burst out into the starlight, and the metal-clad newcomer swiftly raised the rifle to cover him.


  “Stand back!” warned a clear silver voice with a ring of danger in it.


  “Who . . . you—” Kimball stuttered. He could not find further voice.


  The figure before him stiffened, staring incredulously at his own starlit form. “You’re wearing a tungsten suit?” cried the newcomer throbbingly. “Tell me, are you Kimball Drew, the scientist?”


  “Yes!” he shouted hoarsely. “But in God’s name, who are you?”


  The rifle was lowered. And as he stumbled forward, he heard the other suddenly sobbing.


  It was a girl who was sobbing in the starlight, a tired, worn-looking girl whose whole body, except for her white face, was covered by a flexible tungsten suit like his own. “I’m Jean Crail,” she choked. “Thank God I’ve found you, Kimball Drew. Thank God there’s someone left in the world besides myself who has a normal life span.”


  “Do you mean that you’ve been wearing a protective suit from the first?” Kimball cried wildly. “From two years ago?”


  Jean Crail nodded unsteadily, her tear-smeared face glistening in the starlight. “I was a biological student in a Los Angeles university two years ago. I read the first warnings you published about the new radiation, and I believed you were right, so I made and wore a protective suit from the very first. And it saved me from being mutated by the radiation as everyone else was.


  “My family, all my friends, aged and died. There was no one around me but the new people, the savages who were born and aged and died in a few weeks. I was the only normal person. But I knew that you, too, must have escaped the mutation, and might be still living here in New York.


  “So for a year, I’ve been traveling across the country. And when I entered New York tonight, I came here to Manhattan University, the only place where I had any hope of finding you. I saw your lighted window—”


  She stopped, breathless. And Kimball, heart pounding, caught her in his arms. “Jean, do you realize what this means?” he cried. “It means renewal of our former long-lived race! The nova will soon subside . . . and you and I, both normal . . . our children and descendants will be long-lived!”


  His face flashed wildly. “Long-lived men and women, who can bring back civilization, can tutor and lead the generations of the Ephemerae—”


  THE FEAR NEUTRALIZER


  Startling Stories, March 1939


  “FEAR,” said Dr. Bascom impressively, “is the curse of the world.”


  He held up his lean finger in pedagogic fashion to emphasize his point, his small figure rigidly drawn up and his eyes behind glittering glasses austerely focused upon my face.


  I hastened to utter an obsequious, “Yes, sir,” and tried to look as attentive and respectful as I could. Inwardly I was wishing I could get away from the old bore and hunt up Helen, his daughter, but I was too afraid of the irascible little scientist to say so.


  “Just look at this fear-ridden human race of ours!” exclaimed Dr. Bascom. “All its happiness is thwarted and poisoned by fear—fear of what other people may think, fear of the future, fear of the consequences of every act.


  “Think how happy everyone would be if they did not have dread of some kind in their minds all the time. I tell you, the human race will never attain any real progress or happiness, John, until it has banished fear utterly from its make-up!”


  “That’s right, sir!” I hastily responded as he again paused rhetorically. I felt by then that I had overworked “Yes, sir” lately.


  Dr. Bascom’s voice lowered.


  “John, I shall be the man who releases the human race from the thrall of fear!”


  “You, sir?” I repeated stupidly. My mind was really wondering anxiously whether Helen had not gone out while I was caged here.


  “Yes, I!” Dr. Bascom said proudly. “Come here, John, and I’ll show you what I have done.”


  He led me over to a table in the corner of the laboratory. There was a big cylindrical thing looming up beside the table, shrouded in a canvas cover, but what caught my attention was the mechanism on the table to „ which the scientist was pointing. Being an insurance agent myself, I didn’t make any sense out of the thing. It looked like a complicated electrical apparatus, shielded by a nickel cover, and with a copper helix spiral around the outside of the cylindrical cover.


  “Now watch this,” said Dr. Bascom importantly, taking two wire cages from underneath the table.


  In one was an ordinary mouse. In the other was a fluffy, smoke-colored cat that I recognized as Helen’s pet Persian. I wondered if she knew her father was experimenting with it.


  Dr. Bascom put the mouse into the same cage as the cat. The tiny rodent shrank into a corner, paralyzed with dread. The cat eyed it, then flattened down, its tail beginning to switch.


  “You see,” said the little scientist earnestly, “the mouse is in deadly fear of the cat.”


  “A remarkable experiment. Doctor” I congratulated him readily.


  “You blockhead! That is not the experiment,” he snapped. “Everyone knows that a mouse is afraid of a cat. But watch now!”


  He put the little cylindrical mechanism on top of the cage containing the two animals. He touched a switch and the tiny mechanism gave off a faint hum.


  I watched. Then I was amazed to see the mouse come out of the corner into which dread had frozen it. The little rodent unconcernedly began to wash itself with its paws.


  Then, sniffing the floor of the cage, it walked across to the cat. It sniffed curiously at the Persian’s paws, and around its flattened head. The cat seemed too petrified by sheer surprise to make a pounce on the mouse for the moment.


  Dr. Bascom reached in for the rodent and put it back into its own cage. Then he turned triumphantly to me. “You saw what happened?”


  “That mouse must have been drunk or something,” I said. “I remember reading a story once—”


  “No, no!” the little scientist stormed. “Can’t you see that it was this apparatus of mine atop the cage which neutralized the normal fears of the mouse and made it utterly fearless of the cat? It neutralized the cat’s fears, too, but of course we didn’t notice any change because a cat isn’t afraid of a mouse, anyway.”


  I stared at the little mechanism. “You say that thing did it? How could it?”


  Dr. Bascom smiled masterfully. “That is my secret, John. But I don’t mind telling you the basic principle of the thing. Fear, John, is an emotion. But what largely controls our emotions? The answer is—the ductless glands. Physiologists have learned during the last few decades that such glands as the thyroid, the pituitary and others largely determine the mental and emotional make-up of an animal by the amount of their secretions.


  “I have been studying the ductless glands for years. I discovered recently that one of them is definitely responsible through its secretions for the emotion of fear. In some people that gland secretes freely, and such people are consequently always fearful, even cowardly. In other people, the fear gland does not secrete so much, and people like that are unusually courageous.


  “I told myself, Bascom, you are the greatest scientist of the age for making this discovery. But you will be even greater, you will be the supreme benefactor of the race, if you can find a way to stop the secretion of the fear gland altogether!” He was getting excited by his own words now.


  “And I found that way, John! I learned that a certain type of electrical radiation has a completely inhibiting effect upon that particular gland. That mechanism emits such radiation. Any subject that I put under the influence of the mechanism will have its fear-secretions inhibited, will immediately lose all its fear.”


  “Remarkable!” I told him. “But how is it going to benefit the race much to make mice brave with that thing?”


  “John, you are a complete fool,” the little scientist informed me angrily. “This little apparatus is only a model which I built to test the principle. But if I use a projector many times larger, capable of broadcasting the fear-neutralizing radiation over a great area, capable of affecting all the people in that area, it will—”


  He stopped suddenly, irritated by my uncomprehending stare, “I might as well be explaining to a wooden post as to an idiot like you,” he snapped. “Get out of here, before I lose my temper!”


  “Yes, sir!” I said, more joyfully than I had all the last half hour, and hastened out of the laboratory before Dr. Bascom had time to change his mind.


  Hastily searched through the big country house for Helen, but couldn’t find her. Then I went outside and saw her practicing her serve, on the sunlit tennis court.


  She saw me and came up to the veranda, swinging her racket and giving me a mocking smile.


  “I thought you came out this afternoon to see me,” she said.


  “I did,” I told her hastily, “but I got to talking with your father and couldn’t get away.”


  “Poor John,” she mocked as she sat down by me. “Why didn’t you summon up what spunk you have and tell him you just weren’t interested?”


  I looked at Helen Bascom with hungry, hopeless admiration. I’d been in love with her for more than a year but had never got up enough nerve to tell her so. There was something so proud about her dark beauty, something faintly scornful in her cool eyes that had always awed me when I felt like pouring out my admiration. It awed me now, so I sat making inane remarks about tennis and the weather.


  Then suddenly it happened! And it surprised me, I swear, as much as it could have surprised anybody else. I could feel my ears burning, and there was a deep, strong hum going through my head, but I suddenly put my arm around Helen and said calmly: “Come on, babe, slip us a kiss.”


  She was so utterly astounded that for the moment she couldn’t resist. Before she knew it she was on my lap and I kissed her—and what I mean, I kissed her!


  I tell you, she wasn’t any more astonished than I was. Yet for all my astonishment, I still wasn’t the least bit afraid of her any more. I kissed her again, and made it even better.


  Then Helen’s amazement passed, and to my increased surprise she nestled closer in my arms, her eyes not faintly scornful now but soft and melting.


  “Oh, John,” she cooed. “I’m so glad I was wrong about you.”


  “Huh?” I said. “What do you mean, wrong about me?”


  She explained tenderly. “I always was in love with you but I wouldn’t even admit it to myself. I so hated the thought of marrying a spineless rabbit of a man such as you appeared to be. But I see now that was all pretense—that you’re really, beneath it, the kind of masterful man I want.”


  I laughed heartily at the thought of me being a spineless rabbit. Why, I wasn’t afraid of anything on earth!


  I pulled her to her feet and started toward my roadster.


  “Come on, kid, we’re going to drive in to town and get married right now.”


  “Don’t you think we ought to tell Father first?” Helen asked. “He’ll be pretty angry if we don’t.”


  “He’ll get over it,” I told her nonchalantly, and she laughed carefree assent as she got into the car with me.


  I was feeling great, and I made that roadster roar going into town. We hit seventy-five and eighty on the stretches, and went around the curves on two wheels.


  Helen’s eyes sparkled with excitement.


  “Is this the fastest you can do?” she asked over the roar of the wind.


  “Not by a long shot,” I called back, jamming the accelerator to the floorboard. “Hold tight, gal!”


  He zoomed down that concrete road like a comet. I almost turned us over jerking the car around a hay wagon, and both Helen and I shouted with laughter at our narrow escape.


  To tell the truth, at the back of my mind I was surprised and puzzled by my own recklessness, for I had always been one of the most careful of drivers, But now I got a big kick seeing how nearly I could make the old crate imitate an airplane.


  Every other driver on the road was zipping along at the same suicidal speed. Cars were racing each other, cutting crazily around each other, and taking the wildest chances. We saw a half dozen bad wrecks before we got to town, but they didn’t bother us—we were getting a thrill.


  I drove into the city, still making sixty. Traffic was wild there, cars ignoring stop lights and signs, and colliding with each other at every corner. I headed toward the courthouse to get our marriage license.


  I had to jam on the brakes when I came to a wreck that obstructed the street. A traffic cop who looked pretty wild-eyed ran up to us and stuck his head into my car.


  “You came down that street a mile a minute!” he snarled. “Have you drivers all lost what little brains you had?”


  “Who do you think you’re talking to, Ignats?” I snapped.


  And then I did something I’d often secretly wanted to do. I reached out and gave that traffic cop my right fist square in the jaw. He toppled wildly back.


  Helen giggled. I thought nothing more of it, and calmly turned the car and detoured around the wreck.


  We parked a block from the courthouse, and the first thing I saw was the bulky figure of Mr. Wilson, my boss, coming along the street toward us.


  He had seen me, and he was frowning as black as thunder when he came up to us.


  “What are you doing running around town with a girl, John Stuart?” he demanded. “I thought I sent you out to look up that Bedford prospect?”


  “That prospect can wait until I get good and ready to see him,” I told my boss coolly. “I’ve got important business on hand.”


  “Important business?” he bowled. “You young fool, your business is selling insurance, and if you don’t attend to it, I’ll fire you!”


  “You can’t fire me. I quit!” I snapped, and then ignored him. “Come on, Helen.”


  Wilson stared after me with mouth gaping as we moved away.


  “That was a good job you just quit, wasn’t it?” Helen asked unconcernedly.


  “Sure, but I’ll get another—if I want one,” I told her carelessly. “The morrow will take care of itself.” Inside the courthouse, the marriage license clerk was just closing his window. I pulled it open again.


  “Come on, hand out a license,” I directed. “You’re not supposed to close for two hours yet.”


  “So what?” he sneered. “I feel like taking the afternoon off, and I’m going to do it.”


  “A license, shrimp, or I’ll come in there and take your office and you apart,” I told him ominously.


  I didn’t scare him a bit, I must admit. He was a withered, pint-sized little fellow with whom I could have wiped up the floor, but he just yawned boredly at me as though he were annoyed by something trifling, and flipped out a blank to me.


  “Fill that in,” he told me, scowling. “And don’t start getting tough, or I’m liable to hang a mouse on your eye.”


  When we got out of there with the license and started looking for a preacher, we found all kinds of craziness going on in the street.


  I noticed a small boy stop in front of a candy store. He eyed the tempting confections inside the plate glass window, and then nonchalantly broke the window with his ball bat and helped himself.


  A half dozen fist-fights were going on along the street. Then we heard a commotion from a bank a block away, and in a few moments we learned that two thugs had walked in there and had coolly tried to rob the bank with no weapons but their bare hands!


  The police were dashing around wildly, and there were wrecks and traffic snarls everywhere, due to the crazy driving. And every time two cars collided, their drivers hopped out and proceeded to stage a fist-fight beside the wreck.


  A hulking fellow stopped beside us and stared admiringly at Helen.


  “You’re some looker, kid!” he told her brazenly. “How about shaking that creampuff and coming along with me?”


  “Creampuff, am I?” I snarled, and jumped at him. He was a foot taller than I, but we were going at it hammer and tongs in a second.


  A cop ran up and tried to separate us, I gave him a push in the chest and then socked my antagonist a beauty right on the chin, and he went down for the count.


  The cop I’d pushed over scrambled up, and I asked him belligerently:


  “Well, do you want to make something out of it?”


  “Aw, everybody in town has gone nuts,” he said disgustedly. “I quit this darned job.” He tossed his badge coolly into the gutter and walked away.


  I grabbed Helen’s arm and we struggled through the confusion of the streets. We spotted a church, and in the parsonage behind it we found the scholarly, elderly clergyman busy writing at his desk.


  “Can’t be bothered marrying anyone now!” he told me. “I’m busy writing next week’s sermon.”


  His ascetic face lit with unholy joy. “For twelve years I’ve wanted to tell my congregation just what I think of them, but I’ve not dared.” he said. “Now, I’ve decided to do it. Next week’s sermon will make their ears burn!”


  I finally prevailed on him to leave the sermon long enough to marry Helen and me. Then, delirious with happiness, we went back out into the street and started to my parked car.


  The city by now seemed to have gone completely mad. As Helen and I went on toward my car, things seemed getting wilder than ever. There were fights everywhere, and sounds of domestic dissension and battle came to our ears from almost every house we passed.


  A newsboy was shouting his papers and I bought one. The editor had slapped in a last-minute editorial in big type on the front page.


  “This city is full of crooks,” he had written, “and the mayor is one of the biggest of them. As for the owner of this paper, here’s how he hushes things up—” And the editorial went on to expose scandals about some of the paper’s biggest advertisers.


  Helen clutched my arm and said, “Look, John, there’s a riot going on down at the auto plant!”


  Sure enough, down there at the end of the street we could see a mob of surging men fighting in front of the plant breaking clubs over each other’s heads in a mad melee.


  “What’s the riot about?” I asked a man coming from that direction.


  “It seems the men are beating up some of their bosses,” he told me. “There’s a few of them who have always been disliked, but until now the men were too afraid of their jobs to do anything about it.” He laughed. “I’ll say there doesn’t seem to be much fear on the part of anybody today! I’m going home now to tell my wife what I think of her.”


  He walked on, grinning. But I had stopped dead, a sudden idea coming to me from his comment about the general absence of fear.


  I was suddenly remembering Dr. Bascom’s experiment with the fear neutralizer on the mouse, and was remembering the little scientist’s further words, which I had not heeded at the time:


  “But if I use a projector many times larger, capable of broadcasting the fear-neutralizing radiation over a great area—”


  That big, canvas-covered mechanism in the corner of Dr. Bascom’s laboratory! That must be just such a larger projector, I saw now, and with it the doctor had banished all normal fear from an area that included this city.


  I remembered new, too, the deep, strong hum I had heard when Helen and I were sitting on the veranda. That was when the little scientist must have turned on the projector.


  And his fear neutraliaer was wrecking the city. I saw at once that the process should be stopped, before this town went completely crazy.


  Understand, I was not the least bit afraid of the consequences if it was not stopped. But my reason and my sense of duty told me that I ought to bring a halt to Or. Bascom’s experiment.


  I told Helen, though, “I guess we’d better drive back out to your home now. We should tell your father about our marriage.”


  “All right, John,” she said happily, and we got into the car.


  It was dangerous business driving out of town—not that the danger worried us any! And once out on the open road, I let the car out again and we hummed homeward faster than we had come.


  I left Helen in the living room and hastened back into her father’s laboratory. It was just as I’d expected!


  There in the corner stood a huge cylindrical mechanism with a spiral helix around it, uncovered now, humming away like the devil and destroying all fear for miles around.


  Dr. Bascom turned toward me. He had been mixing some chemicals together at a table.


  “Hello, John,” he said brightly. “I’ve been enjoying myself—performing some risky experiments which I was always afraid to try before.”


  “You’re an old fool!” I told him brutally. “Where’s the switch of this fear neutralizer?”


  Then I found the switch myself and turned the thing off. For good measure, I smashed up the apparatus with blows from a piece of pipe. Helen came running in and stood there looking aghast. I motioned her out of the room imperiously, and she meekly obeyed.


  “What in the devil do you mean by this?” the doctor demanded furiously.


  “That thing has nearly wrecked the city already!” I told him. “It banished all fear there, just as you intended, but instead of making people nappy, it made them so reckless and foolhardy that they would soon have destroyed themselves!”


  And as I said that, for the first time, the terror of what had happened and what might have happened came home to me and” made me tremble.


  “Good Lord!” I said huskily, shaking with fear. “It’s a good thing I thought to come back here.”


  The little doctor drew himself up to blast me with words, but I added quickly:


  “You’d better never make another of these things, and had better keep mighty quiet about this one! If it ever gets out that you caused all that madness in the city today, you’ll have a thousand damage suits Med against you.”


  “Hmm!” said Dr. Bascom, frowning thoughtfully at that.


  “Perhaps you are right, John,” he said after a moment. “It may be, after all, that fear, while it sometimes makes us miserable, is really the mainspring of the human race. Fear of the law, fear of the disapproval of others when we commit mean actions, fear of the consequences of improvidence—”


  That reminded me of something and I exclaimed in dismay;


  “Good Lord, my job! I forgot that I quit it!”


  I grabbed the telephone and called my boss, Mr. Wilson’s voice became an angry roar when he learned who it was.


  “You, Stuart?” he shouted. “What do you want, you impudent young whippersnapper ?”


  “I want to apologize for my insolence this afternoon,” I said rapidly. “I was a little out of my head, I guess. And I’d like to have my job back.”


  He growled, but said finally, “All right, you can have the job back. I wouldn’t let you have it, mind you, if I wasn’t afraid that I couldn’t find as good a man as you for the place.”


  “I’m mighty glad you’re afraid of that, then,” I said, and when I hung up, I muttered, “Thank God for fear!”


  Dr. Bascom told me frowningly, “John, on the whole I think you are right and that it will save me much trouble if we say nothing to anyone at all about my experiment.”


  “As your son-in-law, Doctor, you can rely on me to preserve silence,” I said quickly.


  He turned a glittering, angry eye on me, and I quailed inwardly, for I was now in as much awe of the irascible little scientist as ever.


  “Son-in-law? Hmph!” he said. “Well, if you and Helen are married, it can’t be mended, I suppose. But get out of my laboratory now—I have to take this projector apart.”


  “Yes, sir!” I exclaimed eagerly, and respectfully backed out of the laboratory.


  Helen was in the living room, and she was alarmed and worried as she ran toward me.


  “John, I’ve just realised what dreadful chances you took in driving so recklessly, and in starting fights with all those men!” she exclaimed. “And losing your temper that way with father—smashing his apparatus! I guess I was too excited to be afraid then, but I am now!”


  She put her arms around my neck and said earnestly:


  “John, I want you to control this reckless fearlessness of yours from now on, to keep it suppressed and hidden as you did formerly. Promise me that you’ll do that for me.”


  Her eyes were pleading. I put on a rueful look and said reluctantly, “It’ll be hard for me to control it, darling. But I’ll do it—for you.”


  UNDER THE WHITE STAR


  Science fiction, March 1939


  Darl is thrown out upon an airless world where a dying sun seals his gloom—and he alone could save an enslaved people from the wicked tyranny of Gorm Oga!


  IN THE dusky twilight, the frozen black plain stretched far away toward a low, jagged range of white hills. Beyond the fanged ridge lay a dim, bluish sea, extending out of sight. But those white hills were of solid ice, and that vague sea was a sea of liquid air. It was cold on earth now—cold!


  Even now, at midday, the temperature was two hundred degrees below the Centigrade zero. And only a thin white light like strong starlight came from the tiny, shrunken, brilliant disk of the little sun. For the sun, long ago, had met the fate of almost every normal star in the universe. It had become a white dwarf.


  Millions of years ago, long before the thing had happened, astronomers had warned man of the peril. They had pointed out that, in structure, the sun was perilously near the danger edge of the Russell Diagram—and that once it crossed that edge, its outpush of radiation would no longer balance the gravitational attraction of its own mass. It would contract into a white dwarf; a compact, tiny sun, giving only a hundredth of its former heat and light to Earth.


  The prediction had come true. Once the danger stage was reached, the sun shrank into itself in comparatively short time. Earth’s soil froze hard, and its oceans congealed into ice-packs that buckled up in great hills, and its atmosphere condensed into liquid air that ran into the hollows of the planet to form weird, shimmering blue seas. Now the sun would remain as a white dwarf almost unthinkably long, spending its radiation with miserly slowness for eons.


  On this frozen, terrible earth-scape, there could be seen one strange thing—a thing like a huge, shining bubble that rested on the frozen plain, that glowed with self-contained warmth and light. The streets and roofless buildings of a large city could be glimpsed inside that transparent dome, for this was one of the many-domed cities in which Man, the adaptable, still maintained existence upon his changed world.


  For ages before the sun changed, Man had enjoyed the use of atomic power derived from the accelerated disintegration of radio-active elements. And when the sun shrank to the white dwarf state, atomic power gave the race the means of life. It warmed and lit the doomed cities that were built in preparation for the change. It was used to transmute frozen rock into air and carbohydrates for food, by subtle tampering with electronic structure. For ages, now, Man had lived comfortably in the bubble-cities. But he was still Man, and in his domed cities there still existed the ancient elements of ambition and intrigue and conflict, of love and hate.


  JUST inside the air-lock gate of City Five, a tense drama was being enacted. A crowd of halfhorrified, half-awed men and women stood in the metal street, under the flaring synthetic sunlight of the atomic arcs suspended high above. The crowd was held back by a double file of gray-uniformed guards armed with stubby pistols. In front of the guards stood two men—judge and convicted prisoner.


  Gorm Oga, chairman of City Five, was the judge. There was solid satisfaction on his dark, square face, a gleam of satisfied hate and malice in his black eyes, as he surveyed the prisoner.


  “Anything to say before you are locked out, Darl Ailing ?” he inquired mockingly.


  Dari Ailing’s lean young face flushed bitterly. His shoulders tensed, his fists balled, as his blazing brown eyes met the chairman’s mocking gaze. He longed to rush forward on Gorm Oga, but knew well that the guards would kill him before he took more than a step.


  “I have this to say,” Darl spoke bitterly. “This tyranny of yours will not last much longer, Gorm Oga. Sooner or later the World Council in City One will hear of your oppressions here, and will visit retribution upon you.”


  “Listen to the traitor prate of the Council!” Gorm Oga exclaimed satirically. “You, who have been proven guilty of treason to the city, mouthing lies about oppression.”


  “You know they are not lies!” flashed Darl Ailing. “And you know that the charge of treason trumped up against me was a false one, that you are having me executed because I dared protest your tyranny—and because I would not yield the girl Urla to you.”


  A stir ran through the crowding people, a mutter of voices in half-angry agreement. Gorm Oga’s black eyes narrowed.


  “Enough of this traitor’s ranting!” he snapped to the guards. “Put the suit on him and lock him out, the penalty for the black crime of treason.”


  Two gray-clad guards hurried forward, bearing a heavy suit of pliable metal. Darl Ailing was forced into it. It was one of the super-insulated suits in which, alone, men dared the extreme cold of outside.


  Dari made no resistance. He was looking around the awe-struck crowd for Urla. But her sweet face was not visible. Evidently she had not felt able to witness his doom. Yet he wished achingly that he could have seen her just once more before he died.


  The suit was now on him, the glassite helmet screwed into place, the oxygen generator working.


  “Put one gram of fuel into his heater,” Gorm Oga ordered loudly, and added with a mocking smile, “that is what the law allows to those who are locked out.”


  One gram! Darl Ailing smiled bitterly inside his helmet as the tiny quantity of gray radio-active mineral was-thrust into the metal tank of the compact heating apparatus on the breast of his suit.


  One gram would keep a man’s suit heated less than an hour, outside. Then he would die slowly of torturing, terrible cold. That was why the law allowed convicted criminals that tiny amount of fuel—so that their end was made more bitter by that dreadful hour of waiting.


  “Into the gate-lock with him,” Gorm Oga ordered brusquely. As Darl Ailing was forced forward to the lock, the dictator added tauntingly to him, “If you want to report me to the World Council, all you have to do is to walk to City One. It’s only a hundred or so miles away!”


  An obsequiously appreciative laugh went up from a few of the tyrant’s followers. But most of the people in the crowd watched with sad eyes. They knew Darl Ailing had tried to be their champion against the ruthless dictator who had seized control of their city. They would have rescued him, had it not been for Gorm Oga’s watchful guards, standing waiting with their heat-pistols for any sign of rebellion.


  Dari knew that if he made an appeal to the watching people, they would try to save him, even despite the guards. But it would only end in many of them being slaughtered. He could not waste their lives thus, so he stepped heavily into the transparent-walled gate-lock.


  The door slammed shut behind him. That heavy slam seemed to cut him off forever from warmth, life, and love. The outer door opened. The air inside the lock puffed out—and Darl Ailing stood in a near-vacuum at a temperature of two hundred degrees below zero.


  He did not feel that awful cold—not yet. The heater on his breast was functioning, keeping the interior of his suit warm, eating up the little pinch of fuel given him, minute by minute.


  Dari stepped slowly out of the lock, a dozen steps away from the wall of the domed city. In the dusky twilight, the black, frozen plain stretched before him beneath low, white stairs, a realm of eternal cold and death, infinitely inimical to all who possessed warm-blooded life.


  His hand went slowly to his helmet. There was no need to wait for the slow, torturing freezing to death that would be his in less than an hour. He had only to unscrew his helmet, and icy death would drop him in his tracks. Every criminal locked out did so, rather than wait that dreadful hour for the slow tortures to the inevitable end.


  As Darl started to unscrew his helmet, he turned to gaze yearningly back through the transparent gate-lock at the watching people inside the bright-lit city. If he could see Urla now, before he died—


  He did not see her. But he did see Gorm Oga, watching with intense satisfaction and triumph on his dark face. The exultant hate and satisfaction in the tyrant’s black eyes stung Darl.


  “Damn him, at least I won’t give him the satisfaction of seeing me die!” he swore.


  And Darl dropped his hand from his helmet and strode doggedly away from the city. He would get out of sight of the gloating tyrant before he died, at least.


  He climbed a slow rise toward a black rock ridge a half mile from the city. Then he made his way down the other side, and was hidden from sight of the glittering bubble of the city behind.


  As Darl paused here, his body suddenly stiffened. There was somebody else here, a figure clad in a metal cold-suit like his own. A waiting man, who now came toward him, gripping a heat-pistol.


  DARL’S bitterness of soul increased. Gorm Oga had not taken even the slightest chance of his escaping, then! The tyrant had offered one of his men to wait here and to make sure of Darl’s end.


  The armed man came with quick steps toward him, but did not raise the pistol. Then as he saw the other’s face through the transparent glassite helmet, Darl uttered a cry to himself.


  “Urla!”


  It was the girl. Her lovely face was strained with worry, her luminous dark eyes anxious. She came on until his metal-clad arms went around her shapeless figure, and held her close.


  “Dari!” Her muffled voice reached him, conducted by the contact of their suits. “I thought you’d never come—I’ve been waiting here for hours.”


  “Urla, I don’t understand!” he said bewilderedly. “What are you doing out here?”


  “I slipped out when I heard this morning that you had been condemned by Gorm Oga,” Urla explained quickly, her dark eyes shining fondly at him. “I knew that you would be locked out, and I made up my mind I would either help save you or die with you. I waited here out of sight all morning—I knew you wouldn’t take the easy way of suicide.


  “I’ve brought a heat-pistol, Darl,” she continued with an eager rush of words. “And I stole as much fuel as I could find, and brought it with me.”


  “How much?” Darl asked tensely. Life or death hung upon her answer.


  “About six grams,” she answered anxiously.


  He felt his momentary hope die coldly in him—yet he kept his form straight, tried not to show the emotion in his face.


  “It isn’t enough, Urla,” he said gently. “It would take more than that to keep even one of us alive long enough to reach City One.


  That’s a twenty-hour march, at least.”


  He patted her metal shoulder with yearning tenderness. “You’ve got to go back into the city, Urla. There’s no use of you dying because I must die.”


  “I won’t do it!” she declared rebelliously. “And you don’t sound like the Darl Ailing I know, giving up so tamely. What if it isn’t enough fuel—we can start toward City One and maybe find enough ore along the way to keep our heaters going.”


  “You know how little chance there is of our being that lucky,” he said sadly. “It takes years of survey, sometimes, to locate radio-active ores. We’re not likely to just stumble on some.”


  “The rooters and the raddys always manage to find ore,” Urla persisted stubbornly. “And they’re not even intelligent like us.”


  “All right; you keep enough fuel to get back into the city, and give me the rest,” Darl temporized. “I’ll start toward City One, and if I’m lucky, I may find fuel on the way, and I’ll know that you are safe back in the city.”


  “Safe?” she echoed scornfully. “You know how safe I’ll be with Gorm Oga! And the fact that I committed the crime of stealing fuel and leaving the city without permission will put me into his power. Are you going to send me back—to that?”


  “No!” Darl exclaimed tormentedly. “But I can’t let you stay with me, die with me—”


  “I’m not afraid of dying with you, Darl,” Urla said earnestly, dark eyes reflecting her great love. “It’s dying without you that I’m afraid of.”


  His arms held her very tight against his metal form for a moment. Then his jaw set.


  “All right, Urla—you go with me.


  I’ll get you to City One safely—I’ll find fuel on the way somehow. I swear I will!”


  She handed him the heat-pistol. “You take this, Darl. I thought we might need it if we met any raddys or rooters.”’


  He nodded, stuck the stubby weapon into his belt. It took but a moment more to pour into his heater half the gray radio-active mineral she had brought, Urla insisting that he take an exact half. Then his metal-gloved fingers closed strongly upon her hand.


  “Come on, Urla; we’re starting. If fortune is with us, we may make it to City One. I hope so—I’d give my life to see Gorm Oga and his cowardly crew condemned and smashed by the Council.”


  THEY started over the dim plain. In the eternal twilight, the great white stars looked down curiously at the two tiny figures bravely wending their way over the frozen immensity of the heatless planet. Youth, love, courage, surviving and challenging the inimical universe with the ageless high-heartedness of their race.


  Dari and Urla moved eastward toward the low, jagged range of white ice-hills. Beyond it lay the great sea of liquid air, and almost a hundred miles along the shore of that weird sea was City One.


  In his heart, Darl Ailing knew that their attempt was madness, that they had scant chance of finding any fuel-ores on the way. Men from the dome cities had surveyed almost the whole planet, searching out those precious ores and mining them carefully.


  They trudged on toward the ice-hills. Walking in the heavy suits was a slow business. No sound broke the vast, dusky immensity of the black plain, for there was no air to carry sound. The pale, tiny disk of the white dwarf sun declined slowly toward the west.


  Dari tried not to let Urla see him glancing down at the indicator atop the fuel-tank of his heater. He was fatally aware of the remorseless creeping of its hand across the dial to the zero that meant death. He felt the shadow of the icy inevitable deepening over them.


  “Dari, do you think there is any truth in the stories they tell about long ago?” Urla asked, as she trudged valiantly along, holding his hand. “I mean, those stories that ages ago the sun was so hot that people could walk around every where without cold-suits on at all, and didn’t even need to live in dome cities?”


  “I don’t know—that’s what the old legends say,” Darl answered broodingly. “Most people now think they are just fairy stories. It seems impossible that the sun could ever have been that hot.”


  “If it was really like that long ago,” Urla persisted, “maybe some man and girl walked right where we’re walking now, loving each other the same way we do.”


  She looked back up at the declining little ghost-sun, and instinctive heritage from dead generations made her wistful.


  “It must have been nice, if it was ever like that.”


  “Urla—there’s a rooter!”


  Dari had snatched her to a halt, grabbing the stubby pistol from his belt as they froze rigid, staring to their right.


  A hundred yards away a thing was moving slowly, ponderously, in the dusk. A nightmare, grotesque animal.


  It looked not unlike the rhinoceros of ages before, with squat, huge body on four thick legs, and massive shapeless head surmounted by a tremendously thick, sharp tusk. The thing’s body was gray, with the flexible, yet mineraline look of asbestos.


  Nature, the unconquerable, had not ceased to spawn new life after the coming of the great cold. She had merely adapted her creations, by force of the stem laws of evolution, to the changed conditions. She had produced, by myriad experimental mutations, creatures that needed no air, and that could maintain their life by feeding on the radio-active ores present in the crust of the earth. The rooter was one of these new life-forms that had come into being upon the frozen earth.


  The creature was engaged in the activity which had given it its name—with eyeless, massive head lowered, it was digging into the frozen plain with that great tusk, searching for the precious radio-active ores that were its food and life, and that it spent its life hunting.


  “Dari, there are others there beyond it—see!” Urla whispered tensely, her fingers tightening convulsively on his hand.


  Dari Ailing perceived that beyond this nearest rooter, away off in the somber dusk, were a whole herd of the creatures, digging or moving fitfully over the frozen plain.


  “It’s scented us!” he rasped suddenly. “Those beasts can sense fuel for miles away!”


  The nearest rooter had ceased digging and raised its head. It turned it this way and that, blindly, as though sniffing.


  It was not sniffing, for in an airless world these creatures had no sense of smell. But whatever strange sense it possessed that was sensitive to radio-active matter had been awakened. It started suddenly to lumber clumsily toward the man and girl.


  “Come on, Urla!” cried Darl. He jerked her forward, running toward the ice-hills whose white scarps were now a half-mile ahead.


  They ran desperately, for they could feel the plain under them vibrating to the heavy tread of the lumbering monster. It had scented the fuel in their heaters and would rip them open to get it.


  Urla was already panting, for running in the suits was an exhaustive effort. The ice-hills still seemed far away, and the lumbering tread of the rooter was close behind them.


  Dari suddenly stopped, swung desperately around. The rooter was coming toward him like an express train, fifty feet away. As he raised his heat-pistol, he glimpsed that the whole distant herd of the creatures had sensed them also and was now coming on the run.


  A thin beam of white fire lanced from Darl’s pistol and hit the rooter’s massive head. The intense charge of heat seemed to splash and spread over the mineraline flesh rather than penetrate it.


  Dari desperately kept the trigger compressed, recklessly pouring forth all the charges of the pistol in an attempt to penetrate the thing’s flesh. He could glimpse the thin beam, now tearing into the gray flesh—yet the rooter was still charging on.


  He heard Urla scream, still gripping his hand. The heat-pistol went dead, its charges exhausted. He turned to push the girl out of the path of the monster, but the rooter had suddenly halted.


  It stood motionless, ten feet from them, a blackened hole showing in its head above the gaping mouth. Then it clumsily fell.


  “We got it—but the others are coming!” Darl cried. “Quick, Urla—if we get into the hills, we can lose them.”


  The whole herd of the monsters, a score in number, was lumbering clumsily across the dusky plain toward them. Darl flung away the useless pistol and ran forward again with the panting girl, heading toward a cleft-like pass in the icy ridges. He glanced tensely backward.


  The herd of galloping rooters was overtaking them. Then he saw them stop at the body of their slain fellow, gather around it and tear it apart with their tusks. They were seeking the little amount of radioactive ore in it that had not yet been assimilated by it.


  THEIR stupidity enabled Darl and Urla to gain the pass in the ice-range. They staggered into the pass, out of sight of the monsters back on the plain. Urla stumbled and almost fell from exhaustion.


  “We daren’t stop yet, Urla,” panted Darl. “Those brutes will likely trail us—we’ve got to get a safe distance from them.”


  “All right,” she gasped, valiantly straightening her tired body. “I can go on.”


  His heart ached for her, yet he pushed ahead with all the speed he was capable of, through the passes.


  Gleaming white cliffs of ice towered awesomely above them, raising fantastically sculptured spires and minarets into the dusky twilight. These white cliffs, that had once been part of the water envelope of a warm earth, frowned down upon the two toiling little figures.


  Dari picked a way through the icy canyons and chasms, heading always east. He was laboring for breath himself, his lungs aching, when they emerged finally on the other side of the icy range.


  Before them, beyond a frozen black rock shore, lay the vast, bluish expanse of the sea of liquid air, shimmering spectrally in the shrouding dusk, a waveless, weird ocean stretching out of sight beneath the white stars.


  The black shore on which Darl and Urla stood curved northeastward along the shore of the sea. It was the way they must follow to reach City One, still almost a hundred miles away.


  Dari looked back into the chasm from which they had just emerged, but there was no sign of the rooters back there.


  “I think we’ve shaken them off,” he said hopefully, “though those brutes will go half around the world for fuel.”


  He looked ahead, along the curving shore of the silent, shimmering sea, with a little eagerness.


  “We’ll get started, Urla,” he said. “It’s only—”


  Dari’s voice trailed off into silence. An icy shock ran through his frame. He had just glanced down mechanically at the indicator on his fuel-tank.


  The hand was but a fractional division away from the zero. In their encounter with the rooters and their flight, he had forgotten that each minute was remorselessly consuming their fuel.


  Urla felt his arm stiffen in her grasp, and saw his face set. She glanced down at her own indicator. A quiver ran through her.


  “It—it’s nearly the end, isn’t it, Darl?” she said. Her voice came to him, steady and without hysteria.


  “Yes,” he said, the word seeming to choke him as he uttered it. He grasped her shoulders fiercely. “Urla, I knew this would be the finish, and now it’s come, I realize what a fool I was to bring you along to your death. I shouldn’t have done it!”


  “I’m not complaining, Darl,” she said softly, her dark eyes watching him steadily. Then she asked, “How long have we?”


  “Less than an hour,” he said dully, “and City One still over eighty miles away.”


  “Let’s continue toward it, anyway,” Urla said. “And, Darl, I’m glad I came out of the city and came with you. I’m glad!”


  “Urla, I’ll save you yet—I will!” he cried tormentedly. “We’ll find fuel somewhere, somehow. Come on!”


  He started desperately with her along the frozen shore, his eyes frantically searching the black rock for sign of the glistening gray radioactive ores. But as they went on, the flame of rebellion sank in his tortured mind before the cold inevitability of the end.


  For there was no sign of the ores they sought. Such ores, in fact, were never found near the liquid air oceans. Both knew, as they tramped on, that they were merely occupying themselves until death.


  Dari stopped suddenly. In a high black ridge of frozen rock to their left, yawned a natural tunnel a dozen feet in diameter. Its entrance was strewn with a curious litter of rock debris.


  “Raddys have been here a lot!” he exclaimed, looking at the debris. “There must be one of their caves down there.”


  Urla shuddered. “Let’s get away from here, then. If they come out and see us—”


  “Urla, you don’t understand what I’m thinking of,” Darl declared excitedly. “If there are raddys down there, there is fuel there, too—you know that the creatures are supposed to be so intelligent that they bring back the ores they gather to their caves, share them and store them for the future. If we go down and get some of their ore—”


  “Dari, no!” cried Urla in horror. “Go down into the very midst of those horrible creatures? I’d rather die up here.”


  “Perhaps we can keep them from sensing us, steal some of their ore,” Darl said tensely. “It’s a chance, Urla!—our one chance to live, to get to City One, to expose Gorm Oga’s tyranny over our people.”


  Urla still shrank against him in sick horror, but after a moment she nodded her helmet bravely.


  “All right, Darl; I’ll go, if you’re determined.”


  He could see her chin quivering, her eyes dark and wide with fear, yet she made a pitiful attempt to smile at him. Darl held her hand tightly as they started into that gloomy tunnel.


  The hair bristled on his neck as they advanced in the great rock passage. Of all the weird forms of life that evolution had produced on the cold planet, the raddys were the most horrible to men, because they were the most intelligent, the most manlike.


  THE big tunnel slanted downward slightly. It was almost completely dark, only a few faint rays filtering from outside. But Darl and Urla could see dimly—generations of humans living in a world of eternal dusk had greatly enlarged the visual powers of the human eyes.


  Then the tunnel opened into a great, somber rock cavern. There was no one in it, but raddy signs were numerous—debris of rocks that had been shattered to extract the life-giving ores, and tracks of big, toeless feet in the rock-dust.


  Dari descried passages opening from this cavern. He took the largest. In a few minutes, he and Urla froze rigid at the entrance to another large and almost lightless cave.


  At least two score of raddys were squatting at the center of this cave. Grotesquely, horribly human-looking, with bowed legs and dangling arms that had chisel-fingered hands, and flat, eyeless heads with gaping mouths.


  Things of the night, they were, things of cold and darkness, their glistening black bodies no synthesis of carbon compounds but of other elements that could renew themselves by crystalline accretion, and whose fire of life was not a process of oxidization but of atomic disintegration. They sat like squatting apes, two wrangling and striking at each other, the others greedily stuffing little nuggets of gray ore into their mouths.


  Dari, watching tensely with Urla’s hand quivering in his grasp, saw one of the raddys rise and shuffle across the dim cave to a niche in the wall that contained a little heap of gray mineral. The creature returned to its fellows, cramming the stuff into his mouth. That gray heap was the food-store of the raddys, hoarded here for future use.


  Dari started forward, sliding along the cavern wall with the trembling girl. That little pile of mineral meant life for Urla and himself, life and the chance to free their native city of tyranny.


  If the raddys sensed him! He watched them as he and Urla crept toward the niche. The eyeless creatures appeared not to suspect their presence. He reached the niche, and with shaking, gloved hands, Darl scooped up the precious gray nuggets. Re jammed fistfuls into the tank of Urla’s heater, then into his own. Jubilation sang in his heart.


  “Come on, Urla—we’re getting out,” he whispered.


  As softly as they had entered, they crept back along the cavern wall to the passage by which they had come.


  But this time, the raddys raised their blind heads suddenly, then clambered erect. The creatures, with their strange sensitivity to radioactive matter, had sensed that some of their hoard was moving.


  They started toward Darl and Urla in a rapid, shuffling run. Further secrecy was impossible. Darl yelled.


  “Quick, Urla!” He tugged her with him, into the passage. The whole eyeless horde was behind them as they ran along it.


  As they emerged into the first cavern, Urla suddenly gasped and fell. A rock, flung blindly by one of their pursuers, had struck her back. Darl wildly stooped and lifted her to drag her along.


  Useless! The raddys were on them before he even got started with her. He struck fiercely at the obscene, groping horde. The raddys recoiled for a moment from his terrific metal fists.


  Then with renewed ferocity they came back on the two humans in a smothering wave. Whatever intelligence they possessed was enough to make them aware that their precious hoard had been looted and that they had the looters here. A dozen hands pulled Darl Ailing off his feet.


  As he went down under the smothering weight of crystalline bodies, sick despair was icy in his soul—to be done to death down here in this dim place by eyeless brutes, just when he had procured the means of life for Urla and himself! He fought with maddened savagery.


  But the fight was hopeless. He glimpsed Urla, pinned down by black bodies. A raddy at her head was pounding at her glassite helmet with a chunk of rock. The stout glassite had resisted so far, but it soon would crack and—


  Dari made a supreme, raving effort to shake off his attackers. It failed. And he felt strength and courage running out of him. There flashed over him a wild wish that he and Urla had died a clean death from cold outside, rather than this horrible end.


  Abruptly, as he struggled with the last of his strength, Darl glimpsed something entering the cavern from the big tunnel that connected with the outside world. Something huge and gray, a massive, blind head with a terrible tusk—


  A rooter! And behind it were others, crowding forward in the tunnel. The beasts stopped, as though sensing the multitude of prey before them. Then, with a thudding thunder of great hoofs that shook the rock floor, they charged into the cavern.


  Dari glimpsed a half dozen raddys impaled on the tusks of the great beasts, before the raddys became aware of the attack. Then the manlike horrors sprang up from their two human victims, scattered about the cavern in a wild effort to escape the ferocious brutes.


  The rooters charged this way and that in short rushes. As they trampled or impaled the frantically fleeing raddys, they tore open their bodies with their tusks, seeking the nourishing grains of radio-active mineral. The cavern had become a wild chaos of nightmarish battle.


  Dari leaped to Urla’s side and snatched her out of the path of a charging rooter. The huge beast thundered by.


  “Now’s our chance to get out!” he yelled, pulling her to her feet.


  IT SEEMED impossible that they could get across the dim cavern of mad struggle to the mouth of the tunnel. But Darl and Urla had the advantage of sight over the raging, eyeless combatants.


  They dodged, ran, twisted between the battling rooters and raddys. It seemed a miracle that they reached the big passage, and ran up out of it into the open, onto the shore of the shimmering sea.


  Dari stopped, holding the halfconscious girl. Anxiously he examined her helmet. The tough glassite had not been cracked.


  “Urla, we’re as good as safe now, thanks to that herd of rooters!” he cried. “They trailed us through the ice-hills, as I was afraid they would, and trailed us right into the caves of the raddys!”


  Holding her, he started jubilantly along the shore of the liquid air ocean, northeastward. The tiny white sun was sinking.


  “We’ll make it to City One all right now—we’ve more than enough fuel!” He exulted.


  It was after many hours of toilsome but uneventful trudging that Darl and Urla stumbled through the gate-lock into the bright, domed metropolis of City One. And in less than a minute, Darl had his helmet off and was telling an astounded official his news.


  “The World Council will hear of this at once!” the official declared. “We’ll dispatch a substantial force to City Five immediately to depose Gorm Oga and bring him here for trial.”


  He became aware that Darl Ailing was no longer listening to him. The young man was hastily unscrewing Urla’s helmet. After all, you couldn’t very well kiss your girl through glassite.


  THE CONQUEROR’S VOICE


  Science Fiction, March 1939


  What hellish device were the Eurasians using to make loyal Americans surrender? Shane finds the future welfare of his country entirely in his hands! But how can any man hope to defeat a weapon that cannot be seen?


  SHANE MARLIN felt the tension inside him relaxing like an uncoiling spring as he stepped out of the train into the warm Washington sunlight. He had got back—he had got back from the enemy’s country alive! Even now, the secret service man could hardly believe it.


  He felt like kissing the earth, the good American earth that he had hardly hoped to see again. Shane’s rugged, pugnacious young face was alight, his blue eyes gleaming with excitement, as he hurried to the nearby taxi stand.


  “State Department building—and step on it!” he snapped.


  As the taxi rolled through the streets of Washington, swarming with war-time activity, Shane grinned as he pictured the surprise of his chief, Ellerman Hale, when he walked in. Hale must think him dead, he knew.


  For Shane had been unable to report even once to his chief, since hale had sent him on his dangerous spying mission to the capital of the Eurasian Empire. And Hale had fully expected the young secret agent to meet death. He had said so.


  “This war between America and Eurasia,” Hale had said in his slow, thoughtful way, “has already cost the lives of scores of our best agents. They’re diabolically keen, those Eurasians, on spotting spies. Pm afraid they’ll get you too, Shane.


  “But I’ve got to send you. We know that Eurasia has some secret new weapon up its sleeve. We’ve got to find out more about it. You’ve got to find out. For though we have Eurasia pretty nearly beaten now, if they spring a totally unexpected weapon on us, they can turn the tables. Shane, if it’s humanly possible, try to learn something in Eurasia.”


  That had been three months ago—three long, dangerous months which Shane Marlin had spent in the Eurasian capital, posing as a neutral traveller. He had been on the brink of sudden death every moment of those months, as he had pried and peered to discover the new weapon that Eurasia was preparing.


  He had not discovered the nature of the weapon—that had been impossible. But he had learned who was going to use the weapon, and that it was going to be used immediately. Even now, they might be starting to use it! That knowledge had made Shane hurry back to America, to warn his countrymen.


  The sudden stopping of the taxi jerked the young secret agent out of his anxious thoughts.


  “Can’t go any farther than this, mister,” the driver told him.


  SHANE saw the reason. A mob of thousands of people was streaming solidly down the next street, which was Pennsylvania Avenue, toward the Capitol. A huge, excited crowd.


  They were shouting, and they carried banners. Shane Marlin read the banners incredulously.


  “Stop the war with friendly Eurasia!” read one of them. And another, “Eurasia is our friend—we demand peace with her at any price!” Still another banner was blazoned, “Eurasia’s demands for South American territory are just and should be granted! We are fighting an unjust war!”


  “What the devil!” cried Shane Marlin stupefied. “Am I dreaming this? Americans are too patriotic to stab their government in the back in wartime like this!”


  “Is that so?” demanded the taxi driver belligerently. “Most of the people in the country right now know that we ought to stop this crazy war with a country that only wants to be our friend.”


  “Eurasia wants to be our friend?” cried Shane unbelievingly. “Where in hell’s blue blazes did you get that idea? Everyone knows that Eurasia started this war, that they attacked us without warning when we refused to let them seize South America. They’re the most brutal aggressors in history!”


  “I don’t care,” the driver answered sullenly, “I think Eurasia means well, and so does nearly everyone else. We’re not going to fight with a friendly country any longer.”


  “You damned traitor!” blazed Shane Marlin.


  And furiously he hauled the driver out of his seat into the street. The cabby angrily struck at him.


  But Shane parried the blow, hit out in a smashing left. His knuckles stung from impact against bone, and the taxi driver was knocked sprawling back on the pavement.


  “That’s what I’d like to do to every traitorous swine in that parade!” Shane Marlin rasped, his blue eyes fiery.


  He strode on, by foot. The parade of thousands of noisy pacifists was still coming solidly up Pennsylvania Avenue, waving hundreds of banners which demanded that Congress immediately halt the war against Eurasia and grant that country’s righteous demands.


  Shane still couldn’t believe his eyes. When he had left three months ago, all America had been blazing with patriotic fervor. The unprecedented brutality and insolence of the Eurasian demands and sudden attack had aroused in America a passionate resolve to smash this barbaric enemy for all time.


  Americans had hung to that resolve in the face of the first terrible air-raids of the enemy. And now that the tide had turned strongly in favor of America, now that Eurasia was all but beaten, most of the people in America had suddenly become pro-Eurasian! Shane couldn’t believe it—not of his countrymen. But there they were, before his eyes, yelling that the war was unjust, that Eurasia was their friend.


  Shane had to fight his way through solid thousands seething outside the Capitol. They were being held back by khaki-clad soldiers with drawn bayonets, and were shouting interminable threats to the Congressmen inside the building, warning of what would happen if they did not stop the war.


  The State Department building, by comparison, was deserted and silent. Shane Marlin, disheveled and out of breath, hurried along its cool, quiet halls, and into the small office where sat Ellerman Hale, chief of the American spy system.


  “Shane!” cried Hale, getting to his feet, his keen, aristocratic face lighting in pleasure. He pumped the young man’s hand. “By Heaven, I’m glad to see you alive! I never thought I would.”


  “Neither did I,” Shane Marlin rasped. His blue eyes flashed. “Chief, I didn’t succeed completely in Eurasia. I didn’t find out the nature of their secret new weapon. But I did find out something.


  “I discovered that a Doctor Karl Ligor, a Eurasian physiologist, is the inventor of the new weapon. I called on Ligor, ostensibly as a fellow-scientist from a neutral country, and tried to discover what he had invented. But I couldn’t do it—Ligor is a smooth, subtle devil, and his laboratory was guarded to the hilt by Eurasian agents.”


  Shane’s mouth tightened to a hard line as he continued his rapid report.


  “Three weeks ago, Doctor Ligor dropped out of sight completely! I found that he’d gone by a secret route to America. He’s here now, m hiding somewhere, preparing to use whatever weapon he has devised against America. He may be already using it! We’ve got to locate him!”


  SHANE stopped, breathlessly. To his amazement, Ellerman Hale only nodded abstractedly, without excitement.


  “You did well, Shane,” said the chief absently. “But there’s no urgency now about discovering Ligor and his weapon. For it’s probable that within a few days Congress will give way to popular pressure and declare peace with the enemy, and grant Eurasia’s demands for title to South America.”


  Shane swore violently. “These damn traitors who are yelling for peace! I saw them in the streets—don’t they realize that we have Eurasia beaten, and that if we give in to them now, we’re throwing away our victory, throwing away the future of our country? What hellish kind of propaganda have the Eurasians used to dupe our people so?”


  “They’ve not been duped, Shane,” said Ellerman Hale angrily. “They’ve simply realized the truth—that this war with Eurasia should never have occurred, that it is our fault it happened, and that Eurasia wants only peace and friendship.”


  Shane Marlin’s jaw dropped. He stared at his chief, unable to believe his own ears.


  “Good God, sir, do you mean that you have fallen for this crazy pacifist talk, too?” he cried, stupefied.


  “It’s not crazy talk!” Ellerman Hale said sternly. “I’m utterly convinced that Eurasia wants to be friendly and that we are in the wrong.”


  “You can’t mean that?” Shane exclaimed. “Why, you know as well as I that Eurasia was the one that started this war, attacking us after we refused her demand for South America.”


  “Their demand was a just one,” Hale affirmed earnestly. “Eurasia would be a good friend to us in South America.”


  “You’ve either been fooled by the same propaganda as those people outside,” Shane Marlin cried furiously, “or else you’ve been bribed by the enemy.”


  Ellerman Hale leaped to his feet, his thin, autocratic figure towering ominously.


  “Get out of here!” he thundered. “You are dismissed from the service—you’re one of the few war-mad idiots who want to keep America engaged in a senseless struggle with a friendly country. You can turn in your credentials.”


  Shane snatched the credential cards from his pocket and flung them furiously onto the floor.


  “There they are!” he blazed. “If you’ve gone pro-Eurasian tike everyone else, I don’t want to serve under you any longer!”


  He rushed out of the office, a flaming rage inside him, rage against his changed chief and all the other pro-Eurasians who were knifing America in the back.


  Shane felt as though his world had tumbled to bits. Ellerman Hale, bearer of one of the most famous names in the patriotic annals of America, a man who had spent most of his life working for his country, a traitor now!


  Shane Marlin reached his old rooms, sat there trying wildly to figure it out. What kind of devilish propaganda was it that had changed the sentiments of so many millions of Americans so unaccountably? He could not imagine.


  He switched on his small radio and twirled the dial until he got a newscaster. The excited voice was unreeling incredible happenings.


  “. . . tremendous wave of pro-Eurasian sentiment that has been rising the last few days continues to increase. A company of soldiers was mobbed today in New York by anti-war crowds. A regiment was called out to disperse the mob.


  “San Francisco, California. Governors of western states in conference here demand the Federal Government stop the war against a friendly country, and accede to Eurasia’s demands. They state people of their states are now nine to one against continuing the war.


  “Washington, D. C. The President has just issued an appeal against the rising tide of pro-Eurasian sentiment. The Chief Executive expressed himself as bewildered by the tremendous change of feeling, and begged his countrymen not to throw away the future of their nation by surrendering to the enemy’s demands now, when victory is within sight.”


  “Lord above,” whispered Shane Marlin, his face white and tense. “It looks like the whole country’s gone crazy.”


  Abruptly there was a loud squeal in Shane’s little radio, a crash as of static, and the newscaster’s voice was blotted out by the powerful hum of a new station.


  THE radio purred with this deep, powerful wave. Then there sounded from it a high, ringing note.


  It was followed other clear, cool, high-pitched voices, sweet as though from bells of ice, slowly succeeding each other, varying but slightly in pitch.


  “Hell, a musical program of some kind,” swore Shane Marlin. He was reaching to switch it off, but his hand paused. He frowned. “That’s darn queer music. Queer, and beautiful—”


  There was something fascinating to Shane’s ears and brain in those clear, sweet, ringing sounds.


  They seemed to weave a magic pattern of slow melody in his mind, focusing all his attention upon them. They brought Shane, more than any music he had ever heard, a sense of soothing calm, of relaxation.


  “Damned queer music,” he muttered absently, listening.


  Then a voice began to speak with the slow, ringing notes, a soft, rich voice of almost tender accent.


  “The bells of sleep are chiming,” that soft voice whispered soothingly from the radio. “The little crystal bells of sleep—of sleep—”


  “Some sort of lullaby stunt,” Shane told himself absently. “And a good one, too. It would put anyone to sleep.”


  “Sleep—sleep—” that infinitely rich and tender voice was whispering as the slow bells chimed on. “Sink into the soft slumber that awaits you. Sleep—”


  Shane Marlin had slumped down in his chair, feeling suddenly very tired and drowsy. Lord, how sleepy he felt, indeed! He could feel himself sliding into somnolence.


  But part of Shane’s brain told him he must not sleep. Part of his brain somehow recognized that soothing voice and connected it with danger. But he was so tired . . .


  “You are falling to sleep,” the voice was whispering as the silver notes chimed softly. “You are falling into complete sleep.”


  Doctor Ligor’s voice! The small area of Shane’s brain still unconquered by sleep recognized those soft, rich accents at last. He felt vague, sleep-dulled alarm.


  Ligor, the Eurasian scientist who had invented the mysterious new weapon to be used against America! Ligor meant danger of some kind. He shouldn’t be here falling to sleep listening to Ligor’s voice. He mustn’t fall asleep!


  But the silver, persuasive notes kept lulling his brain into a strange stupor. And now the soft rich voice that accompanied them hardened in accent.


  “You are sleeping,” it pronounced commandingly. “And you must now listen to the truth. You, the people of America, must make peace with Eurasia. It is very wrong of you to be fighting Eurasia, for Eurasia is your friend.


  “Eurasia will always be the friend of America. It is wrong of you to fight with friendly Eurasia. It is unjust of you to refuse Eurasia’s righteous demands for South America.”


  Shane Marlin, listening in a strange drowsiness in which his deadened brain was fighting to awake, heard that and mentally agreed with it.


  Of course that was true, he thought dully. Eurasia was a good friend of America—it had been silly ever to think anything else. Why in the world had America been so wrong as to deny Eurasia’s just demands for South America?


  “You must make your government see that Eurasia is your friend,” the soft, insidious voice was repeating. “You must make your government declare peace, and surrender to Eurasia’s demands. For Eurasia is your friend—”


  Shane Marlin, even while most of his mind fully agreed with those statements, knew in a small corner of his brain that they were not true. The part of him that recognized danger in Doctor Ligor’s voice kept him from surrendering completely to the spell of those chiming notes and that soft, persuasive voice.


  “. . . and you will come to the radio again, and bring all your family and friends to listen to it,” the soothing voice was commanding. “But now when you awake, you will forget all about having heard my voice.


  “You will remember only that Eurasia is a friend, that the war must end and Eurasia’s demands be granted. That is all you will remember. And now wake—wake—wake!” Ligor’s voice ceased abruptly, and the chiming, trancing notes stopped at the same time. The hum of the superpowerful station faded. And the voice of the newscaster who had been crowded off the ether came abruptly on again.


  Shane Marlin sat, his mind dulled, chaotic, seething with contradictory emotions. Then he broke the spell of sound that had held his brain, and sprang to his feet, trembling violently.


  “My God!” he breathed. “That is Doctor Ligor’s invention, the new weapon that Eurasia is using against America. Hypnotism by radio!”


  “It’s not merely propaganda that has made most of the country pro-Eurasian overnight. It’s hypnotic command!”


  SHANE’S brain rioted as he saw the diabolical ingenuity of the new weapon Eurasia was using.


  He knew that it had long since been proved that hypnotism could be effected by auditory as well as visual stimuli. A slow, monotonous pattern of notes of sound had been proved capable of sending listeners into the hypnotic sleep.


  And Doctor Ligor had perfected the method with damnable skill! He had evolved a pattern of hypnotic sounds that would put any listener into the hypnotic state. And by means of a hidden, super-powerful radio station that could crowd all other stations off the ether Ligor was repeatedly hypnotizing all the millions in America who listened to the radio, and was implanting pro-Eurasian sentiments in their minds. They forgot ever hearing Ligor’s voice, at his command—they remembered only the ideas which he had imbedded in their consciousness.


  Shane Marlin knew the reason why he, alone of all who had listened to that hypnotic broadcast, had not succumbed. He had recognized Ligor’s voice, had known it meant danger! That fact had raised an inhibition in his mind against the hypnotic process.


  “God above,” Shane exclaimed wildly, “this has got to be stopped—quickly!”


  He sprang to the door. He would take news of his startling discovery to the chief, at once.


  But Shane abruptly stopped, remembering how Ellerman Hale had vehemently voiced pro-Eurasian sentiments.


  “Hale’s been hypnotized through his radio, too!” Shane groaned. “He wouldn’t believe me—nobody of all the millions who are under that hypnotic command would believe me!”


  The secret agent’s rugged face was baffled, almost hopeless, for a moment. Then his chin hardened.


  “It’s up to me alone, then,” Shane decided grimly. “It’s up to me to find Ligor’s secret station and stop this hellish hypnotic broadcast before it’s too late.”


  Ironically, the newscaster’s voice suddenly shrilled louder from his little radio.


  “Flash! Washington, D. C. Congress will meet tomorrow afternoon for a vote on the question of ending the war. An unofficial poll indicates that the legislative body will vote to accede to all of Eurasia’s demands, and halt the conflict.”


  Shane Marlin blanched from the deadly shock of that appalling news.


  “Tomorrow afternoon! The war ended, Eurasia triumphant! Then I’ve got to find Ligor’s station tonight!”


  The next few hours were a time of frenzied activity for Shane Marlin. His first move was to hasten to the airport where his small private plane was hangared.


  All of Washington was wild with enthusiasm at the news that the war was to be ended the next day. To Shane, the rejoicing of those hypnotized millions over their own doom was something to drive a man to madness.


  He worked furiously the remaining hours of daylight, fitting a directional radio loop antenna to the receiver in his plane. Darkness had fallen by the time he was ready to test it, circling high above the lights of the city.


  Shane turned on his radio to a network musical program. The music droned along for nearly an hour, when there came the interruption he had been hoping for.


  The regular program was suddenly drowned out. There came again the hum of Ligor’s powerful secret broadcaster, and then the slow, chiming, soothing bell-notes that induced the hypnotic state.


  “The bells of sleep,” murmured Doctor Ligor’s voice once more. “The bells of sleep, calling you—”


  Shane Marlin was working furiously with the loop antenna, turning it for the greatest intensity of signals. When he got greatest intensity, he snapped the receiver off at once. He was taking no chance of succumbing to the hypnotic spell of those lulling notes.


  He noted the direction of the compass-indicator at the base of the loop, the direction of Ligor’s hidden station. Swiftly he drew a straight line on the map he had ready. The line ran straight southwest from Washington.


  “One bearing!” Shane muttered to himself. “If I can only get another—” He opened the throttle and the speedy little plane quit loafing and tore through the night with a rising roar of suddenly accelerated motor. Straight westward Shane flew, at high altitude and at utmost speed.


  Less than an hour later, he was circling over the lights of Charleston, West Virginia. Hastily he turned on his receiver. This time he did not have to wait—the hypnotic silvery notes and Doctor Ligor’s soft voice welled out at once.


  “. . . is your friend. Eurasia will always be the friend of America. You must make your government accede to Eurasia’s demands—”


  Shane Marlin feverishly twisted his directional antenna once more for greatest intensity. When he had it, he switched off at once.


  WITH trembling fingers he drew another line on his map, running south-southwest from Charleston. It and the first line intersected at a point in some almost uninhabited mountains of northwestern Tennessee.


  “Got it!” Shane Marlin cried exultantly. “Ligor’s station is somewhere near that point. If I can find it now—”


  He drove the plane southward through the night like a streaking comet. The last hope of a spellbound, self-doomed America was riding the winds with him, and he knew it.


  It was another hour before Shane slowed down. Beneath in the moonless darkness lay the black, rumpled and tumbled ranges of the Tennessee mountains. No lights of cities or even villages showed in this wild region.


  Careful check of his instruments showed him he had reached the exact point marked by the intersection on his map. But still Shane saw no light, no sign of Ligor’s secret station. He started to circle at low altitude in a widening spiral, but the minutes fled by without any discovery.


  “Hell, it’s got to be here somewhere!” Shane rasped desperately. “He couldn’t completely hide a station as powerful as that—”


  He glided recklessly lower, almost skimming the dark ridges. Some minutes later, Shane cried out.


  Tall, spidery masts and guy-wires loomed in the darkness just ahead, towering from a black hilltop. Hastily, Shane banked away from them and let his ship settle over the next ridge.


  He had to land, and land quickly, and he knew what chances were against him doing it safely in this darkness. Gritting his teeth, he went down in a long slant, peering tensely over the side.


  Shane glimpsed a dark bottom, clad with vague patches of brush and young trees. He let the plane drop toward it, his face wearing a mirthless, reckless grin. The black ground rushed up—he cut the motor and ducked his head.


  The crash knocked him breathless, as the ship pancaked into a thicket of brush. He was half-stunned by the impact. But he rallied his dazed faculties, dug out his big service pistol, and climbed unsteadily out of the wreck.


  The thin masts of the secret radio plant loomed against the starry sky from a hilltop a mile away. Shane started toward them. He was praying fervently that the plane had not been heard when it passed near the station.


  A half-hour of struggling up and down briar-clad slopes in the darkness left Shane Marlin with clothes torn and flesh scratched, and nearly breathless. But now he was climbing the hill from whose summit the great masts towered.


  Beneath the spidery towers was a flat, new-looking concrete building with shuttered windows. Shane glimpsed wires, heavy cables that led from this structure down the hillside. So that was where they got their power! A hydro-electric plant, operating from one of the mountain streams!


  He reached the steel door of the building and crouched listening. Voices of two men reached him from inside.


  “If Borkum isn’t back soon, we’ll have to go look for him,” one was saying in the official Eurasian tongue.


  “He’s too suspicious,” complained the other voice. “He’ll find no one about. That plane he says he heard was probably just some fool mail pilot off his course.”


  “Besides,” chuckled the first, “it wouldn’t do them much good to discover us now. Morning will see us out of here—thank Heaven, Ligor’s work is finally done.”


  Shane’s face stiffened. So they were preparing to leave? Doctor Ligor’s hellish work of hypnotizing a nation was nearly finished—the result a foregone conclusion, now that everyone knew the American Congress would surrender next day to Eurasia’s demands.


  Shane tried the door softly, clutching his gun in his other hand. But the door was locked. And he could see no other door into the big, flat building, nor any windows. He was racking his brain for a means of entrance when he heard heavy steps approaching from the darkness behind him.


  Borkum! The man whose suspicions had been aroused by the passing plane and who had gone out to look around.


  Shane Marlin shrank instantly around the corner of the building. He saw the tall, heavy form of Borkum approach the door, knock and call his name. The door opened, spilling white electric light out onto the Eurasian’s dark, Mongoloid face.


  Shane darted forward like a leaping panther. His left arm grabbed Borkum around the body from behind and his right hand jabbed his pistol past the man, at the two other Eurasians in the big, electric-lit interior of the building.


  “Up with your hands!” Shane rasped.


  “An American!” yelled one of the men.


  They went for their guns. Shane had hoped they would not shoot while he held Borkum as a shield before him.


  But he had forgotten the fanatic quality of Eurasian patriotism. They were quite willing to shoot their own comrade to get the American behind him.


  Shane’s gun roared first. One of the two spies tumbled. Bullets from the gun of the other thudded into the dazed Borkum’s body.


  HE dropped the sagging, lifeless form and crouched in the doorway, his gun spouting flame, the concrete room thundering to the echoes of the roaring explosions.


  Shane saw the man he fired at fall reeling from the smacking impact of lead. But as he did so, a bullet from the side of the room smashed into Shane’s left shoulder with stunning, white-hot shock. A man had appeared in a doorway at the side of the room, a thin, pale man shooting at him.


  Doctor Ligor! Shane recognized the Eurasian scientist, but did not dare shoot at him. He dared not take a chance of killing the scientist—Ligor’s life was now the last chance of saving America from defeat!


  He dived in desperately at Ligor as the scientist shot again. The bullet missed Shane—the other man was unnerved by his suicidal rush. Then the American had Ligor down, and with every ounce of strength he could command, he smashed the scientist’s chin with his right fist.


  Ligor went limp. Shane staggered up, looking around the great room with wild eyes. Borkum and the other two Eurasians lay dead amid the great transformers and tubes and electrical equipment which was in the room. Shane stumbled to the door, shut and bolted it, and then tied a handkerchief around his bleeding, pain-fired shoulder.


  Then he went into the next room from which Doctor Ligor had appeared. It was a small control room with microphones and other instruments mounted on a table.


  He dragged the unconscious Ligor into the chair before the microphones and tied him into it with a coil of wire. Then he found water and threw it in the scientist’s face.


  As Ligor started to revive, Shane inspected the curious mechanism mounted in front of the microphones. It was a complex arrangement of small bells of silvery metal, with striking rods that were automatically actuated in a certain order by cams mounted on a small drum that was turned by a motor.


  “What—who—” Ligor gasped, recovering, looking bewilderedly at the American.


  “So this is the hypnosis instrument, is it?” Shane Marlin rasped.


  “You—an American agent!” Ligor cried, staring at Shane. Then into the Eurasian scientist’s pale, long face came a look of desperate triumph. “You found my station—but too late. My work is done.”


  “And it’s going to be undone, now,” Shane snapped. He felt sick from the pain of his wounded shoulder but he forced himself to remain erect.


  Ligor smiled, a mocking triumph in his drooping black eyes and crafty face.


  “Nothing can undo my work now. I’ve so conditioned the minds of the American people by hypnotic command in the last few days, that your Congress will vote tomorrow to end the war and surrender to Eurasia’s demands. No matter if you spread the news of what I’ve done all over the country, you won’t be believed—nothing can change the convictions I’ve implanted in the minds of your people.”


  “I know that,” Shane said grimly. “But there is one way in which your devil’s work can be undone. You can undo it yourself—by broadcasting your damned hypnotic spell to America and telling them the truth this time—telling them they must realize that Eurasia is their enemy, and that America must go on with the war.”


  “So that’s your idea?” Ligor cried. “I won’t do it! The victory is in Eurasia’s grasp now, and I won’t destroy that.”


  “Oh, yes, you will,” Shane said, with deadly meaning.


  “Go ahead and kill me,” Ligor challenged defiantly. “I’ll die happy, knowing that Eurasia will win.”


  “No, I won’t kill you,” Shane said softly. “You’d be no good to me dead. All I’ll do is to apply a few methods of persuasion which I’ve heard about from time to time.


  “Matches stuck under your fingernails and lighted will probably coax you into doing as I say,” Shane continued calmly. “Or if it doesn’t, we’ll try twisting a string around your forehead until your eyes begin to pop.”


  “You wouldn’t torture me!” Ligor gasped. “You couldn’t—”


  “I could and I will!” Shane flared, hot hate in his blue eyes. “Eurasia has tortured more than one American prisoner, for information. I’d cut your worthless carcass into a thousand bits, to save America.”


  LIGOR blanched, and wet his dry lips with his tongue. His eyes dilated as Shane took matches from his pocket and began sharpening their ends.


  “No!” shrieked the Eurasian scientist as Shane ominously approached. “I can’t stand torture—after all, I’m no soldier. I’ll do as you ask!” Shane Marlin slowly laid down the matches. Inwardly, he was breathless with relief. He hadn’t known whether, if it had come to the test, he could actually have brought himself to torture the Eurasian.


  Quickly he went to the switch panels. Tremendous power was still flowing from the turbines installed in a nearby mountain stream. Shane switched it on, and there was a rising hum and crackle of giant tubes as the super-powerful wave of the secret station crowded onto the ether.


  Then Shane wrote rapidly on a sheet of paper, and put it down in front of the bound scientist.


  “That’s the piece you’ll speak,” he said harshly. “You know what will happen if you say it wrong.”


  “I know—I’ll do it,” almost sobbed the terrorized man. “Switch on the microphones and hypnosis inducer!”


  Shane cut in the microphones, and then touched the switch of the queer little mechanism of bells. The drum rotated, the cams and strikers clicked, the chiming, slow notes began to sound, barely audible but electrically amplified to the microphones.


  The hypnotic sounds were going out to every radio in America. And presently, Doctor Ligor was speaking softly, soothingly, into the microphones.


  “Sleep—sleep—the bells of sleep call you—” His command was repeated over and over. Then:


  “Americans must wake to their peril! Eurasia is America’s deadly enemy. America must not surrender to Eurasia. America must fight on.”


  When Ligor finished, and looked up shakily, Shane told him grimly:


  “Keep right at it. For two or three days you’ve been sending your defeatist propaganda out. . It’s got to be all counteracted in the minds of the people by noon tomorrow. You’re broadcasting that message until then!”


  Some fourteen hours later, when the clock on the wall showed noon, Shane Marlin switched off the broadcast equipment. And Doctor Ligor, a weary, haggard wreck from those hours of continuous broadcasting, slumped down in his chair.


  Shane went with dragging steps to a receiver and switched it on. He listened, trying to keep his dazed, exhausted mind awake.


  “. . . temper of the country seems to have suddenly changed overnight!” a newscaster’s excited voice was saying.


  Every hour has seen a greater swing away from the pro-Eurasian sentiment that for the last day or two has been rising in the country.


  “Giant demonstrations against surrendering to Eurasia are forming everywhere. It is certain now that Congress, when it convenes this afternoon, will reject any idea of surrender. All America seems suddenly to have found its patriotism again, to have awakened from a dream—” Shane Marlin grinned wearily to himself as he turned the receiver off. America had awakened from a dream, indeed!


  It would only learn how dangerous and devil-inspired a dream that had been, when Shane took his prisoner back to Washington. But before he did that—


  He looked to Ligor’s bonds. And then he stretched on a couch with a sigh of contentment. In three minutes his snores shook the room.


  SHORT-WAVE MADNESS


  Science Fiction, June 1939


  Are there any limits to the progress of mankind? Are there any secret that are forever forbidden to the minds of this world? Dr Gorrell finds a horrible affirmative in the realm beyond space!


  TWO of us saw the end of Doctor Gorrel’s great experiment, that night. Arthur Ransome and I, Jim Ray, had come very quickly in answer to the physicist’s cryptic telegram, for we had been his favorite pupils in university days, and knew that for ten years he had been engaged upon some great and secret work. Now we stood in his laraplit laboratory, gazing blankly at the result of his ten years’ toil.


  It was a machine, a cubical mechanism mounted on a heavy table. Its square metal sides shielded incalculable complexities of vacuum tubes, transformers and condensers. There was a row of six shining vernier dials on its front, and an instrument that looked like a pair of unusually bulky headphones was plugged into a jack there.


  Doctor Gorrel stood beside us, contemplating this metal child of his creation with deep pride in his aging face and faded blue eyes.


  “I still don’t understand,” faltered Arthur finally. “Surely, doctor, you’re not entirely serious in your assertion!”


  “A machine that lets you listen in to the thoughts of other minds?” I said incredulously. “Really, doctor, even though I’ve always had the utmost respect for your achievements, I can’t—”


  “Don’t be a blockhead, James,” Gorrel admonished me. “The reason I chose you two, of all my former pupils, to help me tonight is because you don’t have the blindly skeptical viewpoint of so many of my fellow scientists. There is nothing supernatural about this machine.


  “Thought itself is an electrical impulse, a delicate electrical wave generated by the atoms of the brain. Then why can’t a supersensitive receiver pick up those electrical thought-impulses at a distance? And this receiver is supersensitive—it makes the most sensitive radio look like a crude toy.”


  “But even if your receiver can pick up the electrical thought-impulses of other brains,” I objected, “I don’t see how it can reproduce them in your own brain.”


  “Nor I,” added, Arthur, his clean-cut blond face frowning in troubled incredulity.


  “It’s simple enough,” shrugged Gorrel. “The impulses received are amplified greatly in the coils of those headphones. By electrical induction, they set up similar impulses in the brain of whoever wears the headphones, so that the wearer experiences the exact thoughts he has tuned in.”


  “But I don’t have to lecture you about the receiver when you’re going to hear for yourselves,” he continued impatiently.


  Gorrel put on the headphones of the astonishing instrument and then touched switches and twisted rheostat knobs. Transformers and tubes began to hum inside the thing. Arthur and I watched, still half incredulous but with fascinated interest.


  Doctor Gorrel was muttering to us as he slowly twisted the fine vernier dials.


  “All human thought-waves come within a narrow band of wavelengths. Have to stay inside that to hear human thoughts. But you can pick out different minds by infinitely fine changes of wavelength-each brain has its own frequency.”


  He stopped tinkering with the dials, listened, and chuckled dryly. Then he took off the headphones and handed them to me.


  “There’s a mind for you to listen to.”


  GINGERLY, Arthur and I each held one of the bulky ear-pieces to our heads. And then with a rush, new, strange thoughts began streaming through my mind.


  
    “—Have to get to work earlier tomorrow. Boss might fire me, at that. Wonder if I could get that roadster an; cheaper? Yes, Mr. Wilson, I intend to check those figures now. That little shrimp Wilson! I’d like to—”

  


  Almost awe-struck, we took off the headphones and looked at Gorrel. I asked him a stunned question.


  “That’s really the thoughts, the stream of consciousness of a human mind? Whose mind is it?”


  “Lord, I don’t know,” Gorrel shrugged. “I can tune in different minds, but I’ve no way of telling how far away they are. It’s probably some day-dreaming bookkeeper.”


  “Wait until I let you hear some others,” he added, bending again to make fine shifts of the shining dials.


  The minds we listened in on in the next hour! The fascination of that listening, of hearing the whole conscious thoughts of one person after another!


  Thoughts tragic, comic, pitiful, absurd, crazy, all paraded through our minds as Gorrel tuned in mind after mind. Thoughts from men and women and children in almost every land on earth, streaming through our own brains.


  
    “I’ll kill Rosita if she looks at Morales again! My knife between her shoulder-blades—God, I don’t want to do it, but I won’t lot that pig get her—”


    “Five hundred francs more and I can buy that little Montmartre shop. If I could just save more—”


    “Eleven more hours and they’ll be hanging me! People outside will be laughing and loving while they’re putting the rope around my neck!”


    “Dear Christ, let it be red, let it be red! That’s my last lira on the wheel and—it’s black!

  


  I was dazed, confused by this wild babble of a hundred different minds, and so was Arthur when Gorrel finally stood up from the tuning dials.


  “We’ve listened to minds all over the earth,” Arthur whispered. “Good Lord, doctor, the potentialities of a thing like that!”


  “It would be better if you’d never made it,” I said sharply. Realization of the terrific possibilities for evil in the thing had come to me. “If that machine should get into the wrong hands—”


  “It won’t,” said Gorrel impatiently. “This that you’ve heard—it isn’t even the real purpose of the machine. The real purpose is to hear minds outside the earth, unhuman minds of other worlds.”


  “The machine can do it,” he said as he saw our stupefied expressions. “Its supersensitive mechanism can pick up and amplify the thought-waves of minds on worlds far across the galaxy from our planet. That’s why I called you two here tonight! I want you, who are astronomers, to listen to some of those minds of other worlds.”


  Arthur Ransome and I could only stare dumfoundedly as Gorrel bent again to the gleaming vernier dials of his incredible machine. The thing he proposed seemed so stunningly impossible that we could make no comment, yet Gorrel was as completely confident as ever.


  “Non-human brains emit their electrical thought-impulses in different wave lengths than the human brain,” he was muttering. “Each type of mind operates in a different band—ah, listen to this.”


  Dumbly, again sharing the headphones, Arthur and I listened to the thoughts picked up by the machine.


  
    “—They will come again, invading our depths, why don’t we take the offensive, invade the land in our water-suits, crush them by a sudden attack? If only the Elders would listen to me—”

  


  “Some sort of intelligent water-life,” whispered Arthur, staring at us as we heard that weird, alien flow of thoughts. “Sea-dwelling creatures, on some distant world—”


  John Gorrel’s lined face was eager. “You see the importance of the thing? With it, we can learn more about the rest of the universe than men have dreamed possible.”


  WE PROBED secrets of far stars and worlds in the next hours, Gorrel and Arthur and I. I cannot remember now all that we heard, the minds on myriad distant worlds that we listened to through that marvelous receiver.


  We heard the thoughts of creatures dwelling upon icy planets and fighting back the onset of the bitter cold, falling and dying in despair. We listened to the raging minds of unhuman flying creatures, swooping down on a defenseless city. We heard the savage, superstitiously fearful thoughts of other creatures sacrificing some of their number to appease their ominously reddening sun.


  Minds of every degree and kind, some so low in the scale of intelligence that it was like listening to the brains of beasts, others so high above us that we could not comprehend the super-scientific things that engrossed their thoughts; minds, some so nearly human we recognized all the familiar emotions of love and hate and fear, others so utterly alien and icy that we could not understand their thinking.


  Arthur and I were beyond wonder, when Gorrel finally said, “It’s enough for tonight. We’re all fagged, and no wonder.”


  But as he moved to switch the thing off, his hand paused.


  “I wonder if there’s anything on that extremely low wave-length region?” he said absently. “I’ve never tried it yet.”


  As though intrigued by the idea, he twisted the vernier dials quickly, adjusting the headphones on his own ears. Arthur and I had sunk exhaustedly into chairs.


  “Apparently no mind emits waves of so low—” Gorrel was saying as he twisted the dials, when he was suddenly silent.


  Upon his face there fell a frozen awe so terrible and heart-checking to see that both of us bounded to our feet. His faded blue eyes were supernaturally dilated.


  “Good God!” he whispered. “There is a mind in that low wave-length band—a tremendous mind. Its thoughts—stupendous—”


  Arthur suddenly pointed in wild excitement at the vernier dials as he read their position.


  “Gorrel” he cried. “That wave you’re listening to—”


  But Gorrel commanded silence with a fiercely upraised hand. The physicist’s lined face was white as a sheet and his whole body was trembling.


  “A colossal brain, somewhere in space, and I’m listening to it,” he whispered hoarsely. “It’s power and intelligence—vast beyond belief. A super-brain, talking by thought to other super-brains somewhere—“Now I understand!” he cried suddenly. “God, the incredibility of it all! This super-brain in space—I know what it is now! And I’m listening to its thoughts, secrets—“It knows I’m listening!” Gorrel screamed hoarsely all of a sudden. “It’s going to—”


  His hands clawed wildly to get the headphones off. Before he could remove them, under the petrified gaze of Arthur and myself, the thing happened.


  John Gorrel froze rigid in the midst of his wild attempts, his eyes bulging, as though he listened to a powerful, all-compelling voice. Then stiffly, apparently in answer to irresistible command, he turned mechanically toward the receiver.


  He raised it in his hands from its table—and dashed it upon the floor. It shattered into a wreck of broken tubes and torn wiring. And the next moment, Gorrel himself sank lifeless beside the wreck of his great creation.


  I stumbled to his side and tried wildly to revive him. But a moment showed me the uselessness of it.


  “Arthur, he’s dead!” I cried.


  “Yes, of course he is,” Arthur said numbly. He was staring with wide, haunted eyes at the wrecked receiver. “Gorrel listened to a colossal mind, a super-brain of space that didn’t want him eavesdropping on it, and that ordered him to destroy the receiver and then die.”


  “A super-brain of space?” I exclaimed. “But what—where—”


  ARTHUR stumbled to a window, flung it open and pointed up with a trembling hand at the starry sky.


  “It’s up there!” he cried, and as he saw by my dazed stare that I did not understand, he added fiercely, “Didn’t you see that the last wavelength Gorrel listened to, the thought-waves of the super-brain, was exactly .001 Angstroms? The exact wave-length of cosmic rays!”


  “Cosmic rays?” I cried. “Then cosmic rays are really the thought-waves of the super-brain? But they can’t be—it’s been proved that cosmic rays emanate from the stars of our galaxy.”


  “They do!” Arthur cried. “But the stars are only atoms in larger space, and in that larger space the star-atoms could combine to form living matter, thinking matter, couldn’t they?


  “Our galaxy, a mass of star-atoms gathered together into living, thinking matter—our galaxy is the superbrain!”


  TURNABOUT


  Startling Stories, March 1939


  FIVE OF THE men in the great room sat quietly, staring apprehensively at the metal cylinder resting on the chromium table. The sixth man, old Harvey Harris, stood by the window, his eyes shut, thoughtful.


  Lean, gray-haired Dr. Samuels broke the silence. “Gentlemen,” he began, his tones crisp, “it has been two weeks since the disappearance of our colleague, Hugo Stone. Stone is the world’s greatest expert on atomics, and it is a certainty that without him we can never complete our machine for delving to the center of the Earth. And they’re asking a million dollars in radium for his release—radium which we have, but which we need to drive our Borer!”


  As Dr. Samuels went on, discussing the kidnaping, Harvey Harris scowled somberly. Suppose it were he who had disappeared. Would his associates be as gravely concerned? He wondered, frowned. He was only a mathematician, and could easily be replaced. He knew why he had been allowed to work with the combine.


  They were sorry for him. Five years ago a laboratory explosion had almost killed him. They had let him stay on, sympathetic. But rarely had they given him any work.


  Harris shrugged his frail frame. Yes, if he had disappeared, the only one who would miss him would be his faithful assistant, Connors. Understanding Connors, who took all his dictation, even read aloud to him about the wonders of the heavens. For astronomy was Harris’ hobby.


  Samuels was still speaking. “This cylinder landed on Earth yesterday, its contents a strip of movie film which proves that the efforts of the Interplanetary Police are in vain . . . that Stone is captive on a space ship past Saturn. How the kidnapers were able to get out that far in two weeks, I don’t know. Pursuit is hopeless, for it would take our fastest ship about a month to reach that vicinity. It’s bad news, just when we had a tip that Stone was being held captive on Earth’s moon!”


  As Dr. Samuels motioned to an attendant, the lights dimmed, and a movie projector snapped on, its image cast on the great white walls. First the men saw Earth receding in space. Then the familiar firmament. From the sound-track came the kidnaper’s voice, his tones disguised.


  “We’re nearing Saturn . . . You can see, by the relative position of Jupiter as seen from Titan, one of Saturn’s moons, that we have your man somewhere around here.” . . . Then came a close-up of Stone, his features imploring.


  “That’s right,” cried Samuels. “You can see several of Saturn’s moons sweeping past to the right, like metal balls to a magnet. Rhea, Tethys, Hyperion, Phoebe—did you see them all scoot by? Stone is out there, all right, and we’d better pay up!”


  But Harvey Harris interrupted. “I wouldn’t advise doing so, Samuels,” he said quietly. “The Police are probably right, and I wager they’ll find Stone on our own moon. Examine that movie him closely, and you’ll discover it’s a clever fake, manufactured with miniature models. Those pictures were never taken in space!”


  “What? Didn’t we see the moons—”


  “Yes,” continued old Harris. “But the kidnapers made one mistake. You said you saw all the moons speeding in one direction past Titan. But any astronomer will tell you that nine of Saturn’s moons revolve one way, normally. But the tenth—Phoebe—revolves in retrograde transit, in the opposite direction from the others. Our kidnapers forgot that simple little fact!” Saying so Harris reached for the door. He smiled wistfully to himself. Old, was he? Useless? Thank God he knew his astronomy.


  Dr. Samuels turned to the other members of his staff.


  “Ironic, men, isn’t it,” he said slowly, “that we who have eyes didn’t see what Harris—blind since that explosion—realized in a moment. Maybe we’ve been blind for five years . . .


  ARMIES FROM THE PAST


  Weird Tales, April 1939


  ETHAN DREW STOOD in the lamplit living-room of his penthouse apartment staring up at the sword. There was a yearning longing in his brown, aquiline face and brooding gray eyes as he gazed at the weapon. Slowly he reached up and took it down from above the stone fireplace.


  It was a long, gleaming saber, its hilt and the back of its blade nicked and scarred. Lovingly he ran his finger along those scars that spoke with mute eloquence of desperate battle.


  And the brooding loneliness in his dark face deepened.


  “Swain, and Pedro Lopez, and all the rest,” he whispered. “And Chiri—if I could only see them all again—”


  Then sick hopelessness came over his features. His tall, broad-shouldered figure sagged.


  “No,” he muttered dully. “That was all a million years away.”


  A million years!


  Holding the sword tightly, Ethan Drew no longer saw the luxurious, lamplit room about him. He was looking into memory now—into memory of the future.


  He saw himself as he had been two years before, Private Ethan Drew of the French Foreign Legion, ambushed with a patrol of his comrades by Arab raiders in the deep Sahara, his companions all dead, and he, the last survivor, about to be killed, when suddenly the miracle had happened.


  There had been a blaze of light and force about him, and he had known nothing more. And when he had awakened, it had been in a strange place and a strange time—a time a million years in the future.


  Pie had been drawn across those ages of time by Kim Idim, old scientist of that far day, and Chiri, his slim, lovely daughter. And five other men had been drawn out of past ages by the old scientist, too—five fighting-men of different times, snatched across the abyss of the ages by the old scientist’s potent time-ray.


  Hank Martin, Rocky Mountain trapper of Kit Carson’s day; John Crewe, Puritan soldier of the army of Oliver Cromwell; Pedro Lopez, Spanish conquistador of the troops of Cortez; Swain Njallson, huge Viking sea-raider of the Tenth Century; and Ptah, soldier of the armies of ancient Egypt; these were the five who had been drawn out of their own times into the future, the same as Ethan Drew.


  Ethan had found them staunch and loyal comrades, those five warriors from the past. Together, he and they had dared the perils of that far future time.


  Together, they had helped the girl Chiri save her father, Kim Idim, from those who meant to use the old scientist’s time-ray for evil purposes.


  And at the last, when the very land was sinking under them all into the sea, old Kim Idim had saved the six comrades from death by sending them back, each to his own time. Ethan Drew had awakened once more in the Sahara, in the very year and day from which he had been drawn.


  What had happened to Kim Idim and Chiri? That question had been a throbbing wonder in Ethan’s mind ever since. Had the old scientist and his daughter escaped into some still further time in Earth’s future, as they had planned? Or had they been engulfed by the catastrophe of the sinking continent, and met their deaths?


  He did not know. He would never know, and that realization was a cold ache in his heart. He would never again fight shoulder to shoulder with those five loyal comrades from the past. He would never again see Chiri, that lovely girl of the far future whom he had learned to love.


  Ethan turned slowly. Still holding the sword, he stepped wearily through the open French doors onto the terrace of his penthouse. He stood there against the parapet, gazing with hopeless longing into the night.


  New York slept, a vast pattern of twinkling lights, stretched under dark, low-hanging banks of cloud. Westward, against the cloud-curtain, glided the red and green lights of the late Miami plane.


  “Chiri!” whispered Ethan, his lips hardly pronouncing the name.


  Suddenly he stiffened. He sensed a change in the atmosphere, a strange, swiftly gathering hush and tension, a murmur as of unfamiliar forces.


  He did not understand. But his gray eyes were suddenly brilliant with dawning excitement, with incredulous hope.


  “Chiri?” he repeated tensely.


  Then it happened. A blaze of light, a crash of thunder, all about him. And he was hurled into darkness.


  The clash of swords and hoarse shouts of fighting men broke on Ethan’s ears as he came back to consciousness. Bewilderedly he opened his eyes. He lay in a small metal room whose high windows admitted a flood of dusky, deep red sunlight quite unlike the sunlight of his own time.


  He was lying beside a squat machine of singularly grotesque appearance, crowned by a world-map globe. With a wild leap of gladness, Ethan recognized the mechanism. It was such a time-ray projector as once before had been used to draw him out of his own age into the future.


  Then two heads bent frantically over him. It was an old man and a girl, both dressed in short white robes. He recognized the gray hair, thin, lined face and faded blue eyes of the man instantly. And his eyes swung to the girl’s face, soft and lovely under a cloud of midnight hair, her red lips parted and dark eyes wide with anxiety.


  “Chiri!” he cried, stumbling to his feet. “And Kim Idim! You’ve drawn me across time again, then? For two long years I’ve hoped and prayed that you would!”


  The girl Chiri flew into his arms.


  “Ethan, we are in danger!” she gasped. “This is a time two million years in the future from your age. My father and I fled into this time after the destruction of Tzar—and now the Masters who rule Earth in this age are seeking with their slaves to capture us!”


  “That is why I drew you and your comrades out of the past again!” Kim Idim cried. “Only from time could I summon help, when the Masters attacked us here!”


  Ethan Drew turned, appalled. Through the open door of the little metal house he saw a strange scene.


  Outside lay a weird and unearthly forest of huge green toadstools, towering in the dusky light of the westering red sun. And out of this grotesque toadstool forest, white-skinned men in armor and helmets were surging with uplifted swords toward the little house.


  Behind them, urging them on, were a few leaders of totally different appearance. They were tall, red-skinned men with spindly arms and legs, huge chests and high, hairless skulls from whose cadaverous faces looked hollow white eyes. These Masters did not look entirely human!


  Fighting with the white slaves of the Masters, holding them back from the house, stood five men: a tall figure in buckskin and coon cap, wielding a clubbed rifle; a Spanish trooper in helmet and cuirass, swearing as he struck with his sword; a big Puritan in felt hat and homespun uniform swinging an enormous broadsword; a huge Viking whirling a gleaming ax; and a small, wiry Egyptian in bronze, stabbing viciously.


  “It’s Swain, and Hank Martin, and all the rest!” cried Ethan joyfully, starting toward the door.


  “Yes, I drew them like you out of time when the Masters first attacked our dwelling!” Kim Idim exclaimed.


  “You and Chiri wait here,” Ethan ordered. And clutching the sword which he had unconsciously brought across time with him, he ran out and plunged into the fight.


  Two of the white warriors were dressing the buckskin-clad frontiersman and Ethan fell upon the two from one side before they realized his presence.


  Two terrific stabbing strokes—and the two warriors reeled back with their throats gaping and spurting red. Hank Martin, the tall trapper, spun around, and his leathery brown face lighted up as he recognized Ethan Drew.


  “It’s young Drew, pardners!” he called to the others. “Kim Idim’s yanked him across time again, too!”


  “Greetings, comrade!” yelled Pedro Lopez as he fought. The Spanish conquistador swore violently as his sword flashed. “Name of God, now we’re all here we’ll gut these cursed scum!”


  “Cease your godless profanity, Lopez!” boomed the stern voice of John Crewe, the big Puritan, through the clashing conflict. “It is no time, when our lives are in peril, to take the Lord’s name in vain.”


  “Osiris, will the dogs never quit attacking?” panted Ptah, the little Egyptian, stabbing furiously with his bronze shortsword.


  But Swain Njallson, his blond hair flowing wildly from beneath his horned helmet, his icy blue eyes gleaming, uttered a deep, rumbling laugh as he smote with his great ax.


  “Ho, comrade, this is living again!” he cried to Ethan.


  All Ethan Drew’s swordsmanship came swiftly back into his brain and muscles as he stabbed and hacked.


  There were still a half-dozen of the white warriors facing them, attacking fiercely at the urging of the red Masters behind them.


  Pedro Lopez slipped on bloody grass and went down. Two warriors leaped in like cats to strike at the fallen Spaniard. But Hank Martin’s rifle-butt crashed down on the helmet of one, and Lopez, on his knees, stabbed up in a ripping stroke that disemboweled the other.


  “Haw! Haw!” guffawed the buckskin trapper. “Can’t ye stand up and fight like a man, Pedro?”


  “Let me at them!” roared the Spaniard, rushing forward like a maddened bull. “Sangre de Cristo, I’ll—”


  “They’re giving way!” boomed John Crewe’s triumphant shout, his massive face flaming with battle-light.


  The few remaining warriors were retreating, for the urging shouts of the red Masters had stopped—the unhuman red-skinned leaders had melted back into the forest and vanished.


  But as Ethan and his comrades fiercely pressed these last opponents, a scream came from the house.


  “Ethan!” shrilled Chiri’s silver voice.


  Ethan Drew spun around. He shouted hoarsely at what he saw. The four red Masters had penetrated the little metal house from the rear, were dragging Chiri and Kim Idim out of the back.


  Yelling, Ethan ran back toward the house, his bloody sword raised. He burst through its two small chambers and out the door in the rear.


  There were horses there—the Masters had mounted them and were dragging the stunned old man and the wildcat-struggling girl up with them. And as Ethan rushed wildly at them, the leader of the four Masters yelled an order.


  The four steeds dashed away into the dusky gloom of the grotesque toadstool forest. Ethan ran wildly after them, but in a moment they were out of sight. The cries of Chiri receded into the distance.


  His dark face contorted, his gray eyes wild, Ethan ran back around to the front of the little house. The last of the white warriors there had fallen, and Hank Martin and the others were coming running to meet him.


  “Those red devils have got Chiri and Kim Idim!” Ethan cried hoarsely. “While we fought here, they slipped around and into the back of the house. They rode toward the west—we’ve got to follow!”


  “Of course!” shouted Pedro Lopez fiercely, starting instantly forward. “Por Dios, they’ll regret the day they dared molest the friends of a cavalier of Spain!”


  Swain and John Crewe also started unhesitatingly forward with Ethan. But Ptah held them back, the little Egyptian’s dark, crafty face urgent in expression.


  “Wait!” he cried. “If they were mounted, we cannot soon overtake them. And by rushing blindly after them without knowing where we go, we shall but run ourselves into peril.”


  “Ptah’s right,” drawled Hank Martin keenly. “We need to get horses somewhere. And we need to find out where they’ll have likely taken Kim Idim and the gal.”


  Ethan saw the force of their reasoning, yet every fiber in him quivered with the urge to rush at once through the toadstool forest after the red abductors.


  For two long years Ethan had dreamed of seeing Chiri once more. And now, when that dream had come true, when he had even held her for a moment in his arms, she had beers snatched from him to an unguessable fate.


  “I think one of them white warriors ain’t quite dead yet,” Hank Martin was saying. “We might larn somethin’ from him.”


  They hurried back to the dozen sprawled bodies on the trampled grass. The lanky trapper turned one of them over. It was a warrior whose breast bled from two gaping wounds, but whose eyes were still open.


  The dying man glared up at them in hate, as they bent over him. Ethan spoke to him, using the language of Tzar which he had learned in the age a million years before this, and which he hoped was still spoken in this further time.


  “Where did you and your Master come from?” he asked tensely.


  “From the city Luun—dog!” gasped the dying man, in a tongue much the same as that which Ethan had used.


  “Where is Luun? And who rules there, you whites or the red Masters?” Ethan exclaimed.


  “The Masters rule, of course,” muttered the Luunian warrior. “Ever since they came to Earth a hundred thousand years ago, the Masters have been the rightful rulers of this world and we humans serve them willingly in our cities, of which Luun is the greatest.


  “The city Luun,” the gasping voice continued, “lies a half-day’s march from here across the great plain that stretches west of this forest. It was from Luun that we came today, to capture the old man and girl who the Masters had heard were living alone in this forest.”


  The Luunian raised himself by a convulsive effort, and his dimming eyes glared up at them in undying hate.


  “I have told you the way to Luun, because I know that if you go there the Masters will slay you all, as befits men who dare rebel against their sacred rule.”


  Before Ethan could speak again, the Luunian fell back, dead. The six comrades got to their feet.


  It shore amazes me, drawled Hank Martin, “that these white men would let them red devils rule them.


  You heard him—even when he was passin’ in his checks, he claimed it was right and fittin’ for the Masters to rule.”


  “The Masters must be wizards,” said John Crewe gloomily. “Aye, demons who by compact with Satan have somehow enslaved the races of man.”


  “Monsters, devils or what-not, I’m going to Luun after them!” Ethan exclaimed passionately. “Chiri and her father are not going to be their slaves. You others can come or not, as you see fit.”


  “If any of you is not willing to come,” roared Pedro Lopez, his mustachios twitching and his florid face menacing, “he’ll measure swords with me, here and now.”


  “Aw, cool off, Pedro,” drawled the trapper calmly. “We’re all with Drew, and he knows it.”


  “Aye,” rumbled Swain, a glitter in his eye, “There should be fighting in plenty in such a city.”


  “Hear how the heathen lusts for blood,” John Crewe said with stern dis approval, glowering at Swain.


  “He’s wrong—we’re not going to try to fight our way into Luun,” Ethan said swiftly. “That would be hopeless.


  We’ll have to enter by stealth, under cover of darkness, and seek out Chiri and her father and spirit them away.”


  “Then why not don the armor of these dead men?” cried Ptah, pointing man to the slain Luunians. “In such guise, we could far more easily penetrate Luun undetected.”


  Although Ethan was chafing at the delay, he saw the force of the suggestion.


  “We’ll do it,” he said. “Quick, men!”


  John Crewe frowned disapprovingly at the armor that Ptah was already stripping from the slain men.


  “Is a Christian man to wear such pagan attire as that?” he demanded.


  “What matters our dress, so long as we carry our good swords?” Pedro Lopez retorted. “When we cavaliers of Spain followed Don Hernando up into Mexico, we were glad at times to wear even the cotton armor of the Aztecs.”


  In a few minutes, all stood attired in the metal armor of the dead Luunians, though Swain’s great limbs were badly cramped by it, and Hank Martin looked uncomfortable.


  “Now for horses!” Ethan exclaimed. “These Luunians must have left their mounts somewhere near by. Scatter and search for them.”


  In fact, a short search discovered a dozen horses tethered near by in the dusky shade of the giant toadstool forest. The steeds bore rude, high leather saddles. And they reared and snorted as the six comrades mounted.


  “Now for Luun!” Ethan cried, “Come on!”


  He led the way as the little troop galloped westward through the looming, grotesque toadstools.


  The sun was setting ahead, casting a broken red blaze through the forest into their faces. The hooves of the running horses made no sound on the soft, moss-like turf.


  The marvel of it for a moment took Ethan’s mind. He and five comrades out of ages long before his own, riding through this unearthly world of two million years in the future! But his sense of wonder faded as the desperate urgency of their mission repossessed his thoughts.


  “It’s plain enough to a certain extent what happened,” he called as he rode. “Kim Idim and Chiri came into this time by means of his projector, and built that little house in the forest and lived there alone. And then the Masters heard of their existence, and came to capture them.”


  “But it still ain’t plain to me,” retorted Hank Martin, “where them Masters themselves came from.”


  “From another world, that dying warrior said,” Ethan reminded him. And he nodded, momentarily thoughtful, “They looked like creatures of another planet, all right. Yet how did a few of them conquer and enslave all humans on Earth?”


  They emerged suddenly, after only a few minutes ride through the toadstool forest, onto a great, empty grass plain. Its rolling swales stretched to the distant horizon, upon which was poised the enormous, dull-red orb of the setting sun.


  Reining their horses and gazing ahead, they made out presently against the glowing red shield of the sun-disk, a far-distant cluster of black domes and minarets.


  “That’s Luun!” exclaimed Ethan eagerly.


  Hank Martin’s keen eyes squinted. “It’s plenty far away. It’ll be near midnight, time we get there.”


  As they spurred forward, the huge red sun-shield sank rapidly from sight, and the distant towers of Luun quickly vanished in gathering shadows.


  Stars pricked out in the darkening sky, and looked down like curious white eyes at the little company that rode steadily on across the night-shrouded plain. Into the sky slowly wheeled strange constellations that Ethan Drew could not recognize, new star-patterns of this future time.


  As he rode, he looked up at the planets that shone with calm brightness amid the twinkling stars. From which of those planets had come those redskinned, hollow-eyed Masters who now were rulers of old Earth?


  To Ethan’s frantically anxious mind, the ride across the plain beneath those wheeling stars seemed endless. But at last the black domes and towers of Luun loomed large against the light-gemmed heavens, a mile ahead. They had been riding for some time through cultivated fields and pastures.


  “Slow down,” Ethan called tensely to the others. “From now on, we’ve got to act like an ordinary group of Luunian soldiers, riding back into the city after duty.”


  “Me, I don’t cotton to cities,” muttered Hank Martin, staring distrustfully at the black mass of structures.


  “An’ how can we find Kim Idim an’ the gal in thet big place?”


  “Why, we’ll ask one of these people,” declared Pedro Lopez. “And if he won’t tell us, we’ll cut his throat and ask another.”


  “That is splendid strategy, Pedro,” commented Ptah ironically. “A man who can think up such ruses as that ought to be a general of armies.”


  “Why, it is nothing—” Lopez began grandiloquently, and then as he heard Ptah chuckling in the dark, he exclaimed furiously, “Do you dare make mock of me? I’ll show you that Pedro Lopez, the veteran of a hundred pitched battles and countless minor skirmishes, is not to be—”


  “Shut up, Pedro,” rasped Ethan.


  “Do you want to let the whole city know we’re coming?”


  Fie continued tautly to the others, “There must be a central prison of some kind in this city, and that would be where the Masters would put Kim Idim and Chiri. We must find it.”


  “An’ when we find this calabozo, how’re we goin’ to git in it an’ git them two out?” Hank Martin demanded.


  “I have an idea as to that,” Ethan told him. “It may or may not work, but well try it.”


  “Aye,” boomed John Crewe unexpectedly. “Put your trust in God—and strike hard. That was ever the motto of my leader.”


  “Keep that rifle out of sight, Hank,” warned Ethan as they started forward. “It would give you away. And you keep your ax hidden too, Swain.”


  Swain Njallson grunted. “I do not like this creeping about by stealth,” the Viking grumbled. “It is not my way to slink into an enemy’s city in secret.”


  Ethan’s heart thudded as they rode into the city itself. The hooves of their horses clattered on the worn stone paving of winding streets that were dark except for an occasional torch flaring in a stone socket. Only a few people were in the ill-lit streets, all of them white slaves and soldiers, arid these only glanced at the little passing troop.


  The barbaric appearance of the city Luun, the complete lack of artificial light or any other evidences of industrial civilization, puzzled Ethan. If the red Masters had really once come from another world, that implied scientific knowledge which accorded ill with their present archaic form of life. Even in the fight back in the forest, he had noticed that they possessed no other weapons than swords and spears.


  As they rode on in a compact band through the dark and winding ways of Luun, a vast black bulk took form ahead. It was a monstrous fortress in the form of a terraced cube, a brutal pile that rose like a mountain of masonry. By the torchlight that spilled from its myriad windows, they saw that its massive entrances were guarded by solid ranks of Luunian warriors.


  “That fortress may be where they have Chiri and Kim Idim!” Ethan exclaimed as he and his comrades reined up and stared ahead through the darkness.


  “If so, we can’t hope to save them,” muttered Ptah. “It would take a great army to force that place.”


  “I don’t think Kim Idim an’ the gal are in there,” said Hank Martin keenly, He pointed to a smaller structure beyond the great fortress, a low, oblong black building. “Thet looks more like the calabozo to me—see the barred winders?”


  Ethan perceived that the trapper was right. The windows of the oblong building were heavily barred.


  “Yes, that must be the prison of Luun!” he exclaimed with renewed hope.


  Fie turned in the saddle. “I’m going there, and I want you with me, Ptah. The rest of you will wait here.”


  “How in hell’s name do you expect to accomplish anything with only two swords?” Pedro Lopez exclaimed angrily. “We’ll all go.”


  “No!” Ethan ordered. “If we get Kim Idim and Chiri out at all, it will be by trickery. And more than one man accompanying me would arouse suspicion and ruin my plan.”


  Though the conquistador muttered complainingly, he remained with the others in the dark street while Ethan and Ptah rode on toward the prison, across the plaza in front of the fortress.


  As they circled to avoid passing too close to the mountainous cubical fortress, Ethan glimpsed groups of the red Masters inside its myriad torchlit chambers.


  “All the Masters of Luun must dwell in that fortress,” muttered Ptah. “We have seen none of them elsewhere in the city, and no other place here is so heavily guarded.”


  Ethan nodded. He told the little Egyptian taudy, “Let me do the talking when we enter the prison.”


  In a few minutes they rode up to the entrance of the low, oblong prison. It was a great archway closed by barred metal gates. Inside the bars, in a torchlit anteroom, four of the white Luunian guards were stationed.


  “A message from the Masters!” Ethan called peremptorily in their tongue. “Summon your officer.”


  He hoped fervently that they would not notice the different accent and stumbling way in which he used their language. If that gave him away, all was lost.


  But the warriors inside seemed to notice nothing. One ran to call their officer, while the others opened the barred gates for Ethan and Ptah to enter. The American and Egyptian did so, dismounting inside the gates as they swung shut again.


  The officer of the Luunian guards appeared, rubbing his eyes sleepily and adjusting his metal helmet.


  “What word from the Masters?” he asked respectfully.


  “Our sacred rulers have sent me to fetch to them the old man and the girl captured today in the forest,” Ethan stated sharply. “The Masters would question them.”


  “But the girl is not here—only the old man is here!” protested the Luunian captain. “Surely the Masters know that?”


  Ethan’s heart sank like lead. The Luunian was staring at him perplexedly, and he rallied himself.


  “Of course they know that!” he snapped. “I did not say I had come for the old man and girl—I said I was here to fetch the old man who was captured with the girl.”


  “Your pardon—I understood you wrongly,” the Luunian replied. “I will take you to him.”


  Ethan and Ptah followed him along torchlit corridors of stone, gloomy, chill passageways that breathed the mustiness of ages. Then the Luunian captain stopped and unlocked a door with a clumsy metal key.


  “Your man is inside,” he told Ethan. It seemed to Ethan that the officer was staring at him too sharply, with too much sudden interest.


  “Very well, you may return to your couch,” Ethan said with assumed friendliness. “We will take the prisoner to the Masters.”


  The officer left them, returning along the stone corridors. And at once Ethan and Ptah sprang into the dark stone cell. Thin hands clutched Ethan’s arm from the darkness.


  “I recognized your voice!” gasped Kim Idim. “You are mad to take this chance!”


  “Where’s Chiri?” Ethan exclaimed tensely. “If she’s not in this building, where are they keeping her?”


  “She is in the dungeons of the fortress of the Masters,” Kim Idim answered, his voice agonized. “Yes, because she is young and beautiful, the Masters have sentenced her to take part in the monthly Feast of Life, tomorrow noon.”


  “The Feast of Life—what is that?” demanded Ptah.


  “I do not know exactly, but it is some horrible rite which the Masters practise each month on certain selected human victims, who are never seen alive again,” Kim Idim answered, his tone heavy with dread.


  “Osiris save the maiden—for we cannot!” Ptah exclaimed in horror, “It would require thousands of men to force an entrance into that guarded fortress. Nor could we enter there by trickery, as we have done here.”


  “But we’ve got to get Chiri out of there somehow!” Ethan exclaimed hoarsely. He asked desperately, “Kim Idim, couldn’t we stir up these Luunians to revolt against the Masters, and storm the fortress?”


  “No, no!” Kim Idim declared. “The Luunians would never revolt against their rulers, for all the people of this city are drugged into hypnotized submission to the Masters.”


  “Drugged?” cried the Egyptian.


  “Yes, I have discovered it since I have been prisoned here,” the old scientist told them rapidly. “When the Masters came to earth from another world long ago, they conquered and enslaved humanity by secretly poisoning all water supplies with an hypnotic drug, which subtly changed their brains so that they fell into a state of perpetual awe of and submission to the Masters.


  “That was millenniums ago. Since then the Masters, undisputed rulers of the earth, have become decadent and lost almost all their former scientific powers, but they still continue to drug the people of their cities, and those people will never rebel until they cease to be so drugged. Indeed, these Luunians would fight to the death to protect the Masters.”


  “Then I was right—there is no hope for the girl,” Ptah exclaimed. “For if there are no men left on Earth except the drugged slaves of the Masters, where shall we get the army that would be needed to storm that fortress?”


  “I can get that army—yes, and a mighty one!” Kim Idim declared excitedly. “I can do it, if I can get back to my house in the forest where is the time-ray projector.”


  Ethan, even in his agonized apprehension for Chiri, was stupefied by the implication.


  “Good God, Kim Idim, you don’t mean you’d get an army from—”


  “From the past, yes!” Kim Idim exclaimed. “With the projector, I can draw thousands of men at a time out of dead ages, as easily as I drew you six. Out of the past I can draw whole great armies, and we can lead them back here to Luun, attack the city and the fortress, rescue Chiri and destroy the Masters’ rule for ever.”


  For a space of moments, Ethan and Ptah stared aghast at the old scientist, petrified by the incredible audacity of the plan he had proposed.


  To draw great armies of fighting-men out of the past! To raise the hosts of the past against the drugged, enslaved people of the future!


  “By the claws of Bast, it is a great plan!” cried Ptah excitedly. “And it is the only one by which we can hope to save the maiden.”


  “It might be done,” muttered Ethan, his thoughts racing, “But it will take hours to get Kim Idim back to his projector, to draw those armies from the past and get them moving toward this city. And at noon tomorrow, you said, Chiri is to meet some hideous fate.” Ethan’s jaw clamped in sudden decision. “Ptah, you and the other boys will ride back with Kim Idim to the projector, and help him put his plan into effect.”


  “And you?” cried the Egyptian worriedly.


  “I’m staying here in Luun,” Ethan clipped. “I won’t leave Chiri here—for if this wild plan of Kim Idim’s should take too long, we’d be too late to save her from the Feast of Life. I’ll stay and try to get her out of the fortress, and if I fail, you may still be in time. At least, you can avenge us.”


  “No, Ethan, your resolve is mad!” cried Kim Idim. “I tell you, that fortress is so guarded by companies of Luunian warriors that not even a rat could enter it unchallenged. You will be merely throwing your life away.”


  “Nevertheless, I’m going to try it,” Ethan returned grimly. “Come on. Ptah—we’ve got to get out of here so you can get out of the city with Kim Idim.”


  They hastened out of the cell, and along the dusky stone corridors. The old scientist walked between the other two like a prisoner escorted by guards.


  Ethan tensed as they neared the anteroom within the entrance. Suddenly the little Egyptian halted. “Listen!” he hissed.


  They heard the rapid, obsequious voice of the Luunian captain of guards who had led them through the prison.


  “I suspected at once that the man was an impostor and not a messenger from you, Highness,” the Luunian was saying. “He did not know that the girl is not here, and he spoke our tongue awry and did not even look like a man of Luun.”


  “We delayed too long!” Ptah hissed. The Egyptian’s sword flashed out, and at the same moment Ethan Drew’s blade rasped from its sheath.


  “Keep behind us, Kim Idim,” ordered Ethan. “Come on, Ptah.”


  They pushed on and emerged abruptly into the big stone anteroom just inside the barred prison gates.


  The Luunian captain and the four gate-guards were there. And beside the officer was a red-skinned, hairless caricature of humanity—one of the spindle-limbed Masters.


  “There are the impostors!” cried the Luunian officer loudly as the three emerged.


  The Master’s hollow eyes flashed instantly with alarm.


  “It is two of the strangers who slew our men in the forest today!” the red creature cried in a shrill, high voice. “Kill them!”


  But already Ethan and Ptah were rushing forward. The Luunian captain and one of his men died as they were tugging out their swords, smitten by blades like lightning-bolts.


  “Guards!” the Master screamed in his unhumanly shrill tones, scrambling fearfully to one side.


  “Open that gate, Ptah!” yelled Ethan. “I’ll hold these off!”


  As he shouted, Ethan’s sword swung in a terrific slicing sweep toward the unhuman red creature who was shouting the alarm. The head of the Master leaped from his shoulders, and black blood spurted from his decapitated trunk as it crumpled.


  The three remaining Luunian guards were momentarily transfixed with horror as they beheld the death of one of the rulers their drugged minds revered.


  “He has slain one of the sacred ones!” shrieked one of the Luunians. “Kill him!”


  The three rushed toward Ethan with swords out, wild rage on their contorted faces.


  Ptah was fumbling frantically with the catches of the barred gates. And a distant rush of feet was audible as more guards came running from elsewhere in the prison building.


  Kim Idim thrust a foot and tripped of the three charging Luunians. As companions stumbled over him, Ethan stabbed fiercely at them, then slashed downward. It was a brief explosion of steel and motion, at the end of which the man who had tripped and one of the others lay dead, while the third reeled back with his shoulder torn.


  “Guards! This way!” he screamed.


  “The gates are open!” yelled Ptah.


  Ethan grabbed Kim Idim’s arm and ran with the old scientist and the Egyptian out of the torchlit prison into the darkness. They heard a roar of rage behind them, as a dozen Luunian warriors poured after them, Ethan raised his voice in a wild shout.


  “Swain! Hank! This way!”


  Through the dark streets answered Hank Martin’s voice in a ringing yell. There was a rush of clattering hoofs, and out of the darkness rode the trapper and Lopez, Swain and Crewe.


  “Where’s the gal?” yelled Hank Martin.


  “We can’t reach her—we can only save her if we get Kim Idim back to his machine!” cried Ptah«


  “Look out!” bellowed Lopez. “Here they come!”


  The Luunian guards, mad with rage, were flinging themselves forward with insane ferocity.


  “Kill the blasphemers who slew a Master!” their leader was shrieking.


  Ethan whirled, as the Luunians charged. A blade tore his forearm open and another grazed his thigh as he struck in desperate defense.


  Ptah was fighting beside him, and now the four mounted men spurred their plunging steeds amid the Luunians. Broadsword and saber, battle-ax and clubbed rifle, smashed down on the raging warriors. But the crazy, scrambling fight in the dark street went on. Ethan heard a rising uproar all through the surrounding streets. A great bell somewhere in the huge fortress had begun to clang in alarm.


  John Crewe, his face flaming crimson, dropped from his horse beside the staggering Kim Idim. He thrust the old man up into his saddle and yelled hoarsely to Ethan.


  “Ride for it! I’ll hold back these godless ones!”


  “No, we won’t leave you here!” Ethan cried.


  But as he shouted, a sword rang off Crewe’s helmet, and the big Puritan sank to the ground stunned.


  Ethan and Ptah had gained the backs of their horses. The American tried to spur forward to where John Crewe lay, but the maddened Luunians prevented him.


  “If we don’t git movin’, we’ll all leave our scalps here!” yelled Hank Martin urgently.


  “You can’t hope to save either Chiri or Crewe now!” Ptah shouted to Ethan. “Ride, or our only chance to rescue them later will be lost!”


  Ethan realized that the Egyptian spoke truth, Luunian warriors were coming on the run from all directions, and the whole city seemed waking to the alarm.


  “Out of Luun, then!” he cried.


  They dug spurs into their horses and dashed through the dark streets, alive with emerging warriors.


  Leaning over their horses’ necks, Ethan and his comrades slashed fiercely at the startled Luunians who sought to halt them. The hooves of their mounts waked a thunder of echoes in the dark, narrow stone streets.


  Behind them, the alarm bell in the fortress of the Masters was still clanging wildly, and torches were bobbing like swirling fireflies. But in a few moments they were out of the great city, galloping through the darkness over the surrounding farmlands and then over the grassy plain.


  “Eastward!” Kim Idim shouted thinly over the rush of wind. “We go too much to the north!”


  Ethan reined his pounding steed to the right, and the others followed. Glancing back, he saw the vast black mass of Luun alive with torches, rapidly receding behind them.


  Bitter rage and disappointment throbbed in his heart, and fear—fear for Chiri and for his Puritan comrade.


  “It’s the first time ever I left a fellow soldier in the lurch!” Pedro Lopez was raging as he rode. “Name of God, why did we run away and leave him there to be killed?”


  “Your comrade was only stunned—and he will not be killed, at least until tomorrow noon,” Kim Idim called. “He will undoubtedly be sentenced to the Feast of Life, like my Chiri. And we shall return to Luun, before the Feast takes place, if my plan succeeds.”


  “What is this Feast?” demanded the enraged Spaniard. “And what is this plan?”


  Ethan shouted a brief plan to them, and he heard their exclamations of bewilderment.


  “Holy smoke, whole armies from the past?” gasped Hank Martin. “Why, the scheme is plumb loco!”


  “I can do it!” Kim Idim cried. “By simply expanding the field of the time-ray, I can draw an army through time as easily as one man.”


  “The plan is good!” cried Pedro Lopez exultantly. “Dios, we’ll show these soft ones of the future how men of the past could fight! We’ll tear their cursed city wide open.”


  “Aye,” rumbled Swain harshly. “By Thor, it will be something to fight shoulder to shoulder with the great warriors of past ages.”


  “But I can’t figger,” called Hank Martin, to the old scientist, “why you don’t jest use thet machine of yours to yank Chiri and Crewe themselves out of the city.”


  “That is impossible,” Kim Idim cried to him. “The time-ray can only operate spatially when it is being simultaneously projected along the time-dimension.”


  As they rode, Ethan had been clumsily binding an improvised bandage around his wounded forearm. The lights of Luun had disappeared behind them some time before, but Ptah turned in his saddle and looked anxiously back across the starlit plain.


  “They’ll follow us,” the little Egyptian called tautly. “And they’ll guess we’re heading for the forest.”


  “Ha, let them follow!” cried Pedro Lopez scornfully. “We’ll make mincemeat of those who are unlucky enough to overtake us.”


  “We must hurry,” urged Ethan, agonized with apprehension. “Unless we re-enter Luun with our forces by noon, we’ll be too late.”


  Rushing hoofs drummed the dark plain as mile after mile dropped behind them. In the vague, thin starlight, they could not discern how close pursuit might be behind them.


  Hours that seemed eternities to Ethan had passed by the time they glimpsed ahead of them the dark wall of the grotesque toadstool forest. Without slackening speed, they rode into the deep shadow of the towering growths.


  Quickly they came to the little clearing in the forest where Kim Idim’s metal house glinted vaguely. They pitched hastily from the saddles of the panting horses.


  “It is nearly morning!” Kim Idim declared. “And we must carry the projector out onto the plain—there is not room in this forest for the hosts I shall draw from the past.”


  “First I’m gittin’ back into decent clothes,” muttered Hank Martin. I feel naked in this durned armor.”


  He and Lopez and the Viking scrambled back into their proper clothing, and then followed Ethan and Ptah and the old scientist into the little house. With Kim Idim directing, the five comrades bent and lifted the massive time-ray projector.


  The mechanism was appallingly heavy. Without the great strength of Swain, they could not have carried it. Straining every muscle, they bore the thing out of the house and through the forest. Kim Idim followed with the horses.


  Dawn was paling the heavens as they emerged onto the great plain. At the old scientist’s direction, they carried the projector to the summit of a small bare hillock. There they set it down.


  “Look!” cried Ptah suddenly, pointing westward across the plain, “The Luunians come!”


  Two miles away, a dark mass was approaching.


  “A big bunch of mounted warriors,” muttered Hank Martin. “We can’t hold off a crowd like that, out here in the open.”


  “Hurry, Kim Idim!” Ethan exclaimed tautly. “It’s now or never for your scheme.”


  Kim Idim was already working with frantic speed, twisting the amazingly intricate controls of his great creation, setting the dials that directed the time-ray along the mysterious time-dimension and in space. The old scientist peered tensely, as he worked, into the glass screen in the projector’s face.


  A picture, a living picture, suddenly appeared in the screen, a vista of a green coast and a blue sea, with a small city of marble and brick buildings on the shore; dignified men in togas, slaves in leather tunics, a few soldiers in crested helmet and armor, walked in its cobbled streets. In the screen, they saw this living scene as though from high above.


  “That’s a city of the Roman empire!” Ethan cried. “But there are only a few fighting-men there.”


  “I shall have to find their warriors,” Kim Idim panted. He slowly turned a knob.


  The stylus touching the world-globe atop the projector moved imperceptibly in answer. The scene in the glass screen shifted swiftly, over the countryside of that imperial Roman province of more than two million years before.


  “The Luunians are near!” warned Lopez, and Ethan heard the rasp of the Spaniard’s sword as he drew.


  “Looks like we’re due for a scrap,” Hank Martin drawled in agreement, calmly reloading his long rifle.


  Ethan saw that the Luunians numbered about two hundred mounted men, led by a half-dozen of the red Masters. They were now less than a mile away, riding steadily forward.


  “I have it!” Kim Idim cried excitedly.


  Ethan spun back to the projector. In the screen, he looked down on a stone road, and a marching body of some four thousand armored men, winding like a great metal snake along that Roman highway of long ago.


  “A Roman legion on the march!”


  Ethan cried. “Can you draw them all through, Kim Idim?”


  “I think so,” panted the old man, his forehead damp, his hands trembling as he touched the knobs.


  A fierce, wolfish yell from scores of throats crashed on Ethan’s ears. The advancing body of Luunians had seen their quarry on the hillock. They came on in a gallop.


  “Dios, they’ll ride right up over us!” yelled Pedro Lopez. “They’ll—”


  “Look!” screamed Ptah. “In the name of Osiris, look!”


  Kim I dim had, a moment before, shut a switch. And instantly, the incredible had taken place.


  A Roman legion of four thousand men had suddenly materialized out there on the empty plain.


  For a moment, Ethan and his comrades were as stupefied as the Luunians who had stopped in their charge and were staring petrifiedly at the suddenly-materialized legion.


  “You’ve done it, Kim Idim!” Ethan shouted hoarsely.


  “Others—other armies of the dead ages,” Kim Idim was panting as he reset his controls. “I’ll get them—”


  The Roman soldiers out on the plain for a long minute stared about them, utterly bewildered by their sudden swift transition from their own world into this, to them, alien one. A babel of cries arose from the legionnaries.


  But the confusion of the Romans lasted only briefly. Their officers had glimpsed the mounted Luunians near by. And Ethan and his companions heard the officers bark rapid orders in staccato Latin.


  The Romans responded quickly. The long column in which they had been formed changed shape smoothly and swiftly, its maniples shifting like cogs of a machine, the knights or mounted men moving out in a screen toward the Luunians, the solid mass of footmen forming up into three divisions facing their potential enemy.


  “Sangre de Cristo, that’s discipline!” shouted Pedro Lopez.


  “Keep at it, Kim Idim!” cried Hank Martin, hopping in excitement. “We’ll need plenty more men.”


  The switch of the projector clicked shut again. A second body of men appeared like magic on the plain, some distance beyond the Roman legion.


  These were a thousand unmounted men, black-bearded soldiers in peaked metal caps and kirtle-like skirts, bearing tall shields and long, heavy spears. Stunned for a moment, these newcomers began milling about in wild confusion.


  “Assyrian spearmen!” yelled Ptah. “I’ve fought with those devils, more than once.”


  “Haw! Haw! Look at them Luunians pullin’ out!” exulted the trapper.


  The two hundred Luunian horsemen, petrified by the appearance of the Roman legion, had come to life with cries of terror as the Assyrian spearmen materialized. They had wheeled, were riding in a wild gallop back toward their city.


  Kim Idim, trembling as though appalled by the supernatural audacity of what he was doing, was working like a madman with the projector controls. Every few minutes he slammed the switch shut—and each time, Ethan and his comrades saw a new host materialize suddenly on the plain.


  A band of Spartan warriors, stocky men in heavy armor who looked stupidly but fearlessly about them, had appeared after the Assyrians. And close after them came into being a force of a few hundred huge blond men in horned helmets, Ninth Century Northmen at sight of whom Swain Njallson shouted loudly!


  A troop of three hundred mail-clad, mounted Crusaders; a host of white-robed Arab horsemen out of the armies of Abu Bekr; and a full eight hundred of Genghis Khan’s Mongol riders, wiry, swarthy little men on shaggy ponies—these three forces appeared swiftly after one another.


  Yet still Kim Idim reached back into the past with the potent band of the time-ray, first for a regiment of Napoleon’s infantry, tall men in cocked hats and blue and white uniforms, bayonets glinting in the sun; and then for a band of several hundred mounted Indian braves, copper-skinned savages in brilliant feathers and war paint.


  “That’s a Sioux war party!” cried Hank Martin excitedly as this last force materialized on the plain.


  “Can you talk their language, Hank?” Ethan asked tensely, and the trapper nodded.


  “Sure can, seein’ as how I was a prisoner in one of their villages a hull winter.”


  “But look!” cried Ptah in consternation. “The armies attack each other!”


  Ethan cried out in dismay. Out on the plain, the hosts from the past were wheeling to give battle. Romans, Assyrians and Spartans, Northmen, Crusaders and Arabs, Mongols and French and Sioux—all of them, at first stunned by their sudden transition to this new scene, now seemed to hold the others responsible for the phenomenon.


  The buccinas, or great curved trumpets of the Romans, were bellowing hoarsely and the legion was moving like a ponderous, irresistible machine toward the Assyrians, who with wolflike battle cries were marching to meet the Romans. The Spartans stood their ground like a rock, ready for any attacker, but Crusaders and Arabs, seeing in each other well-known foes, were riding full tilt toward each other. The French regiment still stood bewildered, but die Vikings were on the march toward it, their axes gleaming wickedly. And, far out on the plain, Mongols and red Sioux were circling.


  “We’ve got to stop them from fighting each other!” Ethan cried desperately. “We’ll never separate them once they get tangled in battle.”


  “Hank, fire your rifle into the air,” he ordered urgently.


  The trapper obeyed instantly. And the ringing report of the rifle brought the eyes of all the thousands out on the plain toward the hillock.


  Ethan cupped his hands and shouted to them with all the force of his lungs, first in French and Arabic, then in stumbling, half-forgotten Latin and Greek.


  “Do not attack each other!” he yelled to the dazed hosts. “It is we who have brought you into this world. Send your leaders here to us, and we will explain!”


  Hank Martin and Swain repeated his cry, the first in the harsh Sioux tongue and the second in his native Northland language. And Ptah added his version for the Assyrians.


  “They understood!” Pedro Lopez cried. “See, the leaders come.”


  “Thank heaven!” Ethan muttered. “Even the Mongols must have understood my Arabic—they’re all coming.”


  From every one of the armies out on the plain, a single man was approaching the hillock. An unspoken truce had been declared between the hosts.


  The Sheepskin-clad Mongol chieftain, Roman commander, French colonel and mailed Crusader leader—these rode up onto the hillock first. An Arab emir and a Sioux war-chief in full regalia followed. And last, on foot, tramped a stalwart Northman, a heavyfaced Spartan officer, and a cruel-eyed, black-bearded Assyrian captain.


  “What manner of men are you and how dare you work your magic upon a Roman legion?” demanded the Roman commander in hard, clipped Latin.


  “What world is this?” the French colonel was exclaiming bewilderedly. “Dieu, but a few minutes ago my regiment was marching through Saxony, and now . . .”


  And a babble of voices in different tongues broke loose upon Ethan. Only the Mongols and Spartans and Sioux waited, grimly silent.


  “You have been drawn far into the ages to be,” Ethan answered, raising his voice and repeating each sentence in the different tongues he had used. “Not magic, but the skill of yon old man has snatched you from your own times. And we have brought you into this far age, to fight!


  “Yes, we desire you to follow us to the attack of a mighty city which lies but a few hours’ march from here. It is a city in which demonic tyrants oppress men of Earth. Only by destroying those tyrants can bewitched people who serve them and fight for them be freed from bondage.”


  “And if we refuse?” demanded the mailed Crusader harshly.


  “Then we shall refuse to send you back to your own ages!” Ethan told them all. “But if you follow us to this battle and conquer, after it is over we will return you once more to your own times and lands.”


  There followed a taut silence, after Ptah and Swain and the trapper had repeated Ethan s proposal in the tongues spoken by the others.


  “I agree, for my legion,” the Roman commander said finally, breaking the silence. “For it seems that only by so doing can we win back to our own land.”


  “Though it goes ill for us to fight side by side with infidels,” declared the Arab emir finally, “we shall do so in this case.”


  The Mongol captain had a contemptuous sneer on his swart, flat face as he told Ethan in stumbling Arabic: “We men of the great Khan are more accustomed to killing Moslems than to fighting as their allies. But we agree also.”


  The others, one by one, also agreed, some slowly, others, like the Northmen, fired by prospect of battle.


  Ethan turned finally to Hank Martin, who had been exchanging harsh syllables with the Sioux war-chief.


  “What about those Indians?” he asked.


  The trapper grinned. “This chief says it’s plain that we’ve got great medicine, an’ he an’ his braves will follow us anywhere, so long as thar’s scalps to be taken.”


  “Go back and get your men ready to march at once,” Ethan told the assembled captains. And he briefly indicated the plan of formation he desired.


  As the leaders hurried back to their respective forces, Kim Idim clutched Ethan’s arm.


  “Ethan, the sun is already high! We must hasten, if we are to reach Luun before noon—before the mysterious Feast of Life.”


  Ethan’s heart sank as he perceived how far the sun had climbed into the heavens.


  “We’ve lost too much time,” he said, his voice raw with anxiety. “Come on!”


  He and the four comrades and the old scientist mounted quickly. And they galloped together down from the hillock and between the armies that were forming up to march.


  The solid mass of the Roman legion lay in the center of the great host, with the Assyrian spearmen and Napoleonic infantry on its right, and the Spartans and Northmen on its left. The cavalry formed two wings extending from either flank—the Arabs and Mongols forming one Wing, and the Sioux and Crusaders the other.


  Ethan raised his arm and waved it in signal.


  “Forward!” he yelled, spurring ahead.


  His cry was echoed by bellowing of Roman buccinas, braying of Mongol horns, fierce Sioux war-cries and silver blare of French bugles.


  The plain quivered to the resounding thunder of thousands of feet and hooves trampling forward. The whole great host was moving west, horsemen in a trot, the footmen in a rapid march.


  “Yippee!” yelled Hank Martin excitedly. “With this outfit, we’ll clean up them Masters an’ their soldiers like rollin’ off a log.”


  “There are many thousands of the Luunians,” warned Ptah. “And they’ll have been warned of our coming by their horsemen who fled back to the city.


  “We must concentrate on getting into the city and storming that fortress,” Ethan declared tautly. “Chiri Crewe will be in there—if they still live.”


  “We’ll tear the cursed place down stone by stone if we have to!” swore Lopez.


  Dust arose in a great cloud as the trampling host moved onward. Mile after mile fell behind them, while Ethan’s anxiety rose to fever pitch as he saw the red disk of the sun swinging ever higher.


  “We’re going to be too late!” Kim Idim cried, the old man’s face deathly as he rode. “It lacks but an hour of—we shall never make it in time.”


  We’ve got to,” Ethan declared violently. “Chiri and John Crewe await death there—we must go faster.”


  Ptah shook his head. “The footmen cannot march faster than this. They would fall exhausted if they tried.”


  “Then I’m going to ride ahead to Luun with only the horsemen!” Ethan exclaimed desperately. “By riding hard, we can make it in time.”


  “You can’t attack that great city with only a couple of thousand horsemen!” cried Ptah, aghast. “You’ll be outnumbered by a hundred to one.” Maybe we can cut our way into the fortress,” Ethan insisted. “Hank, you and Pedro will come with me—ride out now to our horsemen and tell them we’re going ahead.


  Ptah, you and Swain and Kim Idim bring the footmen along as fast as you can. If we fail to get into the fortress, we may at least hold up that cursed Feast until you come up with our main forces.”


  Pedro Lopez and the trapper had ridden hastily to the wings. Now the four bands of horsemen began to forge forward on either side, as they galloped their steeds. They converged together in front of the main host.


  Ethan spurred to the van of the gathered cavalry, and shouted back to them, using the Arabic, and Hank Martin repeated in the Indian tongue.


  “We ride ahead to force the stronghold of our enemy! Follow me!”


  Wild Sioux war-whoop and fierce Mongol shout, deep Crusader battle-cry and fanatic Arabic yell, answered him as the four great forces of horsemen spurred forward.


  The mighty host of footmen dropped from sight behind them as they galloped over the plain, Lopez and the trapper riding hard on either side of Ethan, in the van.


  “Chiri! Chiri!” Ethan kept whispering as he rode. He couldn’t lose her now.


  The drum of rushing hoofs marked the passing of fatally slow minutes. And the sun was higher, higher . . .


  “Thar’s Luun ahead!” yelled Hank Martin, pointing a buckskin arm.


  “And the Luunians are starting to come out to meet us!” Lopez cried.


  The domes and towers of the city had appeared on the horizon ahead. Ethan could clearly discern the mountainous square bulk of the fortress of the Masters.


  And he could also see that companies of Luunian warriors were already beginning to march out of the city to meet the oncoming hosts of whose advance they had had warning.


  “We’ll ride right through them into the city!” he shouted.


  He drew his sword, and as it flashed aloft in the sunlight, he turned and yelled to the hosts behind, “Follow me into the city! Charge through these ahead!”


  A chorus of wild yells answered him. His two thousand riders massed close together as they galloped onward at headlong speed.


  The Luunians, commanded by a number of the Masters, were hastily forming in a long mass across their path, just outside the city. Before they could complete formation, Ethan’s horsemen struck their line like a thunderbolt.


  A delirium of contorted faces and flashing swords and spears whirled about Ethan at the moment of impact. He hacked and stabbed, heard Lopez swearing wildly as the Spaniard struck like a madman, felt the armored Luunians in front of them falling and being trampled under the hooves of their horses.


  And then that reeling moment of terrific shock and battle was passed, and Ethan was aware that he and his hosts were through the Luunian forces, were galloping now right into the narrow streets of the great stone city.


  “To the fortress!” he yelled to Lopez and Hank. “If I fall, lead the others straight there.”


  “We’ll have to chaw through these devils to git there!” shouted the trapper, pointing ahead.


  The narrow stone streets of Luun were filling with armored men, warriors who had been making ready to follow the others out of the city to oppose the coming host.


  The Masters commanding screamed orders in their shrill, inhuman voices. But the commands were lost in the crazy roar of battle shouts from Ethan’s motley horde as they crashed into the streets of Luun.


  “Saint Denis, and at them!” rose the deep shout of mailed Crusaders wielding swords and battle-axes.


  “Muhamad rasul Allah!” screamed the fanatic yell of the Arabs as their scimitars flashed.


  Ethan, as he fought forward, glimpsed his Mongols surging ahead in a parallel street. The swarthy little horsemen were forcing their shaggy pomes, stabbing viciously. And over the whole roar of combat rose the terrible, piercing war-whoop of the Sioux, the red savages clinging like cats to their mounts as their bows twanged and their tomahawks, clove down through helmets and skulls.


  The headlong rush of Ethan’s forces carried them crashing through the streets, toward the mountainous bulk of the great fortress. But as they entered the plaza in front of the giant structure, Luunian warriors were swarming toward them from every part of the city, by thousands.


  Over their heads, the gigantic fortress frowned like a thundercloud as they forced their way toward the doors. Ethan glimpsed Masters running wildly in through the entrances.


  “Into the fortress—quick!” he yelled to Hank and Lopez, spurring fiercely ahead.


  “Hell’s name, what a fight!” gasped the Spaniard, his face wet with blood and sweat, his eyes wild.


  Ethan and his two comrades, and a score of mingled Mongols and Sioux, won to the entrance of the huge building.


  They rode right inside, their horses slipping and plunging, into great, shadowy stone chambers.


  Here scores of the red Masters scuttled before them in terror. A few Luunians opposed them. Men died to the music of clashing steel and clattering hooves in those great shadowy chambers, as Ethan’s band forced onward.


  They burst on their steeds into a huge circular chamber. At its center rose a big, round stone table, with a ring of many cushioned seats around it.


  Upon the high stone table, fastened down by metal fetters, lay a half-hundred men and girls. Into an incision in the arm of each of them had been inserted a thin metal tube, which led down from each to one of the cushioned seats.


  “Dios, what ghastly thing has been going on here?” Lopez gasped.


  “This is the Feast of Life of those fiends the Masters!” Ethan cried. “A drinking of the blood of helpless victims! God, if Chiri is dead—”


  Chill horror was freezing his spine as he leaped from his horse and ran to the high table of victims. For he knew now the full hideous nature of those red Masters who had come to Earth ages before from another world.


  The Masters were vampires, taking their food, not naturally, but through the blood of others. He guessed that it was a custom that they had brought from their own native planet, and that they had kept it up as a ceremonial rite through their generations on Earth.


  “Chiri!” he yelled frantically.


  “Ethan, I am here!” cried a weak voice.


  He leaped up onto the stone table, over the supine bodies of helpless victims, and found her.


  Chiri was living, but was pale as death itself. And her great dark eyes had shuddering terror in them as Ethan severed her fetters with a sword-stroke.


  “Ethan!” she sobbed as he helped her up. “The Masters—they had begun to drink our life-blood, when the alarm of attack halted the dreadful Feast.”


  “Loose my bonds, that I may wreak God’s vengeance on those unholy children of Satan!” boomed a great, wrathful voice.


  “It’s John Crewe!” shouted Hank Martin, his taut face lighting.


  The big Puritan lay fettered among the other victims. As Lopez shattered his metal bonds, Crewe rose, his massive face flaming red, eyes flashing fanatically.


  “Retribution!” he shouted, snatching a sword from the floor. “We shall leave not one of those red demons to defile God’s green Earth.”


  “Out of here now!” Ethan yelled, leaping back into his saddle, with Chiri held tightly in the curve of his left arm. “We’ve got to fight back out of Luun.”


  The Puritan climbed to the back of a horse from which a slain Mongol had fallen.


  With his remaining followers, Ethan spurred back out through the shadowy stone rooms.


  They burst out into the blazing sunlight of the great plaza. And they stopped, appalled by what they saw.


  “Trapped!” cried Lopez with an oath.


  The two thousand horsemen whom Ethan had led into Luun were milling in the plaza, attacked by Luunian warriors pouring in solid masses from every part of the city, led by screaming Masters. They blocked every avenue of escape.


  Ethan and his companions rode into the milling mass of Mongols and Sioux and Arabs and Crusaders. The young American shouted to his surrounded followers.


  “Charge—break through into the eastern streets!” he yelled, waving his reddened sword, Chiri clinging terrifiedly behind him.


  “We’ll never make it,” Hank Martin panted. “They got us boxed.”


  The horsemen answered Ethan’s shouts by charging determinedly toward the eastern side of the plaza. But solid masses of Luunians were an impassable barrier. The drugged white warriors were fighting like demons at the urging of the Masters.


  Once more Ethan led his repulsed band forward in a desperate charge—and again they were dashed back by the crowding Luunian hordes.


  “It ain’t no use!” Hank Martin cried. The trapper’s face was terrible with blood and perspiration, his head bare, his rifle-butt broken away. “We’re goners!”


  “We’ll take plenty of the dogs with us, then,” roared Lopez, foaming with rage.


  “Kill the red ones, the sons of Satan!” shouted Crewe’s great voice. “Rid the earth of as many as we can, before we die.”


  The Luunians were pressing forward, stabbing up with sword and spear, Horses crashed down with their riders, bodies piled up, as the red Masters urged their hordes on to annihilate the trapped horsemen.


  Then through the mad roar of the fight came a new sound, a hoarse, mighty bellowing through the streets, “That’s the buccinas of the Romans!” Ethan cried hoarsely. “Ptah and Swain have reached Luun with the main forces!”


  The hoarse bellowing of the Roman trumpets swept nearer, louder, And now could be heard the insistent shrilling of French bugles sounding the charge.


  In through the city by converging streets pushed the host of footmen from the past Along three streets clanked the Romans, shields up, swords drawn, faces stem as they fought forward to the hoarse baying of their war-trumpets.


  Along streets on either side of their advance came the Spartans and French, the Greeks striding forward like men of bronze in their heavy armor, stolidly hewing down all in their way; the infantry of Napoleon charging with excited battle-cries and leveled bayonets.


  And from the south, Ptah was advancing at the head of a thousand blood-mad, wolf-faced Assyrians, while from the opposite direction, Swain Njallson and three hundred berserk Northmen were smashing with sword and ax toward the plaza.


  Look at them Masters run!” yelled Hank Martin exultantly.


  The red Masters were fleeing, darting in all directions frantically as they saw their warriors crumpling beneath that terrible converging attack.


  And though the drugged, enslaved Luunians had fought fiercely until now for their rulers, they seemed to become bewildered when the Masters fled. They too gave way and fled.


  In less than an hour, it was all over. The last of the unhuman Masters had been hunted down and ruthlessly slain. And the stupefied Luunians had surrendered their weapons.


  In the plaza in front of the great fortress, Ethan stood with his arm around Chiri. Besides him were five comrades and old Kim Idim.


  Ana before Ethan in the plaza had gathered the thousands of fighting-men of different ages who had conquered Luun. Hundreds of their host lay dead—but the thousands who still lived hailed Ethan with a great shout.


  “You have done what you promised to do, have conquered this city,” Ethan shouted to them. “Now your work is done, for the Masters here are all dead and the people of Luun will soon become normal again when they are no longer drugged.


  “And now,” he continued, “Kim Idim will fulfill his part of our promise and will send you back to your own times and lands. You need but march back across the plain to where his machine waits, and it will be done.”


  When his words had been translated to them all, there was a pause, a buzz of thousands of voices.


  Then a French captain gave voice to his thoughts.


  “We’d rather stay here, now that we’re here,” he told Ethan. “This looks like a good time, a good world. If you let us stay, we’ll follow wherever you lead.”


  “Do the rest of you feel that way?” Ethan demanded.


  The answer, when they understood his question, was an overwhelming affirmative shout. Soldiers of fortune all, men without ties, they had no desire to return.


  “Then you stay!” Ethan cried. “There are still other Masters in other cities—we shall clean them out, one by one, until all Earth is rid of those red tyrants.”


  He added with a sudden thought, “There’ll be legends back in past times—legends of a Roman legion that strangely vanished, a French regiment that never was heard of again, and so on. But who back there would dream the truth?”


  Chiri, clinging to his arm, cried to him anxiously.


  “Then you too are going to stay in this time, Ethan—you and your comrades?”


  “I shore am,” drawled Hank Martin. “Now there’s a hull tribe of Sioux here. I feel kinder at home.”


  “And I remain too,” declared Lopez. “If there is fighting ahead, my prowess will be sorely needed.”


  Swain said merely, “I stay.” And Ptah nodded agreement.


  “And I,” added Crewe. “There be many souls here to whom the word of God should be taught—by means of a little force, if necessary.”


  Ethan was holding Chiri tight in his arms.


  And Hank Martin burst into a loud guffaw.


  “I guess nobody needs to ask if he’s stayin’!” the trapper said.


  INTERPLANETARY GRAVEYARD


  Future Fiction, March 1940


  A great sorrow engulfs Mark Raymond as he returns to Earth from a four-month trip to Jupiter—for he learns that his Ardra had died of a strange malady. But this sorrow turns to abject horror when he finds her grave empty and desecrated by crude footprints!


  MARK RAYMOND’S heart beat in eager expectation as the dumpy interplanetary freighter of which he was second mate sank slowly toward the New York space-port.


  At last, after the long four months’ voyage to Jupiter, he was back on Earth again I—back where his thoughts had been every day of those months, back on the planet that was home to him and to the girl who filled his dreams.


  “I s’pose,” remarked grizzled old Captain Thorpe dryly, as the freighter sank into its dock, “that you won’t waste any time seeing that gal of yours.”


  “I’ll say I won’t—I’m going to marry her tomorrow,” Mark replied happily. “So long, captain.”


  And hastening toward the opening space-door, he was first of the crew to push out into the bright sunlight and bustling activity of the great space-port.


  Mark was hurrying toward the taxiplane stands when his eager pace slowed a little. A frown came on his clean, blonde young face as he recognized the stalwart figure and dark countenance of a man striding along the busy docks.


  It was Burke Ullman. And as Ullman saw him, the big interplanetary engineer stopped, a curious smile on his sardonic face.


  “Just get back, Raymond?” he greeted Mark. “And on your way out to Ardra’s house, eh?”


  “Yes, I am,” Mark said stiffly. “What of it?”


  He didn’t like Burke Ullman and he knew that the feeling was reciprocated. The big, satirical engineer, his unsuccessful rival for Ardra Aston’s affections, had never made any secret of his enmity.


  But now, surprisingly, Ullman seemed almost friendly. There was a gleam of something like amusement in his black eyes, but his manner was one of frank cordiality.


  “Why, that’s fine,” he told Mark. “Give my regards to Ardra. And I hope you two are happy together.”


  Mark’s stiffness thawed a little in face of this unexpected friendliness.


  “Decent of you to take it that way, Ullman,” he said uncertainly.


  “Not at all,” the big engineer answered lightly. “Run along to Ardra now. I wish I could be there when you meet her.”


  And with a casual wave of his hand, Burke Ullman strode on among the busy docks. Mark looked after him a little doubtfully. He felt something insincere about the engineer’s sudden cordiality—To the devil with Ullman, he decided, and strode on with quickened pace. His hand happily felt in his pocket for the rare Jovian jewels he had brought home for Ardra. In so few minutes, he’d have her in his arms!


  When the taxiplane set him down in front of the shining chromium suburban cottage where lived Ardra and her widowed mother, Mark Raymond paid the driver hastily and then hurried up the walk. He heard a bell ring inside the cottage as he crossed the electric eye on the step.


  It was Ardra’s mother, a gray-haired woman who still had something of the girl’s beauty, who opened the door. Her face was white and drawn, and at sight of the young space-sailor, her eyes filled suddenly with tears.


  “Where’s Ardra?” he cried eagerly. “I didn’t radio I was arriving today—I want to surprise her.”


  To his amazement, the woman burst into a sob. A sudden fear clutched Mark.


  “What’s the matter?” he cried. “Ardra—”


  Mrs. Aston was sobbing uncontrollably, and her voice was choked.


  “Oh, Mark, if you’d only been here! A week ago—a strange sickness that struck Ardra—”


  “Where is she? In a hospital?” he cried frantically.


  “No, Mark.” The woman hesitated, unable to speak for a moment. Then she whispered, “They took her four days ago—to the moon.”


  The blood drove from Mark Raymond’s heart. He reeled, almost unable to stand in the face of this icy news, this blasting of all his roseate hopes.


  “To the moon?” he muttered stupefiedly, through stiff lips.


  The girl’s mother nodded. She did not need to say more. Mark Raymond well understood her dreadful meaning.


  For the only people who were taken to the moon were—the dead! The moon was the cemetery of Earth.


  It had been so for almost five centuries, ever since the beginning of space-travel. The moon, an airless, arid desert, was of no practical use to the people of Earth. Except for one thing—as a place to house their dead.


  For that purpose, the moon was ideal. There was no corruption or decay on its barren surface, for there was no air or water or bacterial life there. The dead who were laid tenderly to rest there upon marble slabs in the open remained unchanged forever, in seeming eternal sleep.


  For centuries now, all the dead of Earth had been taken there and solemnly left to slumber for eternity in the bright sunshine or deep shadow of the windless, soundless, lifeless world. And upon certain designated days, the bereaved could visit the moon and see their dead loved ones sleeping there as though they still lived.


  “Ardra—dead?” Mark stumbled, unable fully to comprehend. “But she can’t be dead, so quickly. See, I brought her these flame-jewels, from Jupiter. They were to be my wedding present—”


  “My poor boy,” uttered the woman, in torn sympathy. “If only you had been here! But you could have done nothing—all the physicians could do nothing. Ardra was stricken suddenly one night, died almost instantly. There was no one here but I and Burke Ullman.”


  “Burke Ullman?” The name stung Mark’s numbed mind, and he raised his haggard face fiercely. “That devil—he knew Arda was dead. He was mocking me!”


  Then he covered his face with his hands.


  And when he finally took them away, his countenance was drawn, lined, years older in appearance.


  “I’m going to the moon, today,” he said thickly. “I’ve got to see Ardra again.”


  “But you can’t go today,” the woman said anxiously. “It isn’t a visiting day—there isn’t one for two weeks yet.”


  “Do you think I’ll wait two weeks to see Ardra again?” Mark cried torturedly. “I’m going, now.”


  “But you know the penalties for visiting the moon except on the official days,” Ardra’s mother reminded him worriedly. “Please, Mark, wait until—”


  But the young man was already stumbling unseeingly down the walk.


  Mark never clearly remembered the next hour. He knew vaguely that he made his way back to the space-port, that he hired a small one-man space-cruiser, and that he lied stonily to the port officials, giving his destination as one of the asteroids now close to earth.


  His grief so dazed him that he did all these things mechanically, unfeelingly, like a man in a dream. It was only when he found himself out in the cold black vault of space, with the dull shield of earth diminishing behind him as his torpedo-like little craft hummed toward the shining sickle of the moon, that he came to clear realization.


  With dimmed, aching eyes, Mark stared ahead at the thin, gleaming sickle of the lifeless world. Somewhere there, in the great city of the silent dead who lay tranced forever on the barren satellite, was Ardra. And though she was dead, lost to him forever, he must go to her. That was all he knew.


  The flat, shadowed expanse of the Mare Serenitatis rose toward him, stretching to serrated, rocky mountains whose fanged peaks were tipped with blazing sunlight. Upon this great plain lay the gigantic cemetery of earth, the necropolis in which countless millions of the dead lay dreaming eternity away.


  Mark Raymond pulled himself together a little, headed his small craft toward the bordering mountains. He dared not land at the official landing field on the northern edge of the great necropolis. For there was the big guard-post, sheltered by an air-tight dome, which held the officials whose duty it was to guard the dead.


  There were stringent laws against visiting the moon-cemetery on any but the official days, and under guidance of the guards. Those laws had been devised to protect the dead millions from those who might have dared to rob them of jewelry and other valuables upon their bodies. Mark knew well what chances he was taking in this visit.


  But he did not care. What did it matter whether or not he got a term in the Mercurian prison colony, what did it matter whether he lived or died, now that Ardra was gone? All his world, all the future he had so eagerly planned, had faded into nothingness. There was left in his dazed mind only the aching desire to see again the girl he loved.


  Softly, with the slightest of jars, Mark Raymond brought his little craft down to rest at the edge of the fanged hills. In a few moments he was inside his space-suit and glassite helmet. A moment more, and he stepped out through the air-lock of his ship.


  A soft, silver glow, a wonderful radiance bathed the rocky plain. It was the earth-shine that relieves the lunar nights, the glow of the parent planet that loomed huge and silver in the black sky over Mark Raymond.


  Mark started due westward through the unreal radiance. His lead-soled shoes dragged in the white rock dust. About him was the eternal, solemn silence of this world of the dead. He felt like the only living, moving being in the universe as he entered the great necropolis.


  This city of the dead had no tombs or vaults, no graves dug beneath the surface.


  All those protective devices were unnecessary on this airless world. The dead lay in the open glow of the silver earth, in beautiful simplicity.


  Each lay upon a slab of white moon-marble, a few feet high. The slabs formed rows and avenues that stretched far away in the silver glow. Couches of white stone, they seemed, occupied by the motionless bodies of countless men and women and children.


  Mark Raymond, his grief-dazed soul feeling doubly all the mystery and awe of death, moved between the rows of slabs, through the hushed, unchanging silence. Through his helmet, he looked at these who had done with life.


  They lay as though they were but sleeping. Old men with snow-white hair and calm, wrinkled faces, other men and women still flushed with the prime of health, youngsters and girls in the bloom of youth, children who seemed sleeping tiredly after play.


  No sound broke the solemn hush in which they slumbered. No wind stirred their white shrouds or their hair. They lay with quietly closed eyes and silent faces, as though dreaming of the huge silver world overhead, upon which once they had lived and loved and died.


  Through the earth-lit city of the dead, Mark Raymond moved in dazed quest of Ardra. He saw by the dates on the slabs that he was in an older part of the necropolis. He moved on toward the north, until he had reached a section of the cemetery whose dead had only recently been laid to rest.


  His tragic grief was a tearing thing in his breast as he searched along these newer rows of dead for the girl. It was not thus that he had planned to meet Ardra again! This was not the joyous reunion that he had dreamed of for so many weeks.


  He stopped suddenly. His eyes, running along the slabs as he advanced, had seen the name he sought.


  “Ardra Aston—2432-2453”


  Mark stood, a hunched figure in his space-suit, staring at the chiselled words. For a moment he could not raise his eyes to look at the dead girl on the slab.


  Then, with a hard lump in his throat seeming to choke him, he slowly raised his gaze. For a few moments he stared rigidly.


  “Good God!” he muttered hoarsely, stupefiedly, inside his helmet.


  The top of the slab was—unoccupied! Mark stared wildly, unable to believe his eyes. What had happened to Ardra’s body?


  He stumbled forward. Then he saw something that penetrated his dazed mind with an icy shock.


  There were tracks around the slab on which Ardra’s body had lain—tracks of lead-soled space-shoes, that led away southeastward through the necropolis.


  Tracks of whom? Mark knew they could not be the footprints of those who had placed Ardra at rest here, for such prints were always reverently smoothed away.


  “My God—grave-robbers!” he exclaimed hoarsely.


  The ghastly trade of grave robbery had not been unheard of in this lunar city of the dead. Jewelry upon the unprotected bodies had tempted soulless thieves in the past, had necessitated the rules and guards which Mark Raymond had found it necessary to evade.


  But if grave-robbers had been here, why had they taken Ardra’s body as well as her ornaments? Mark sensed a ghastly mystery here. Hideous, formless suspicions rose in his mind.


  He rushed forward, started to follow the footprints. They were deep, as though their maker had been carrying a heavy weight. And they might have been made a few minutes ago or a few days, since upon the changeless moon-plain they would remain unaltered forever.


  Mark’s brain was seething with wild, horrible fears as he frantically followed the tracks through the earth-lit cemetery. Why should anyone want to steal Ardra’s dead body?


  The trail led out of the necropolis on the east side—and toward the nearby eastern mountains. As he advanced toward their looming, sun-tipped peaks, Mark Raymond saw something ahead that galvanized his muscles.


  It was a small space-cruiser that he saw, lying in the deep black shadow of a rocky crag. At first he had thought it was his own cruiser, then had seen that this was a slightly larger ship. And the tracks he was following led straight toward it.


  Mark was running now, his muscles strained to take him forward in great, floating leaps. Someone, for some ghastly reason, had stolen Ardra’s body and taken it to this ship. And if the craft took off before he reached it—


  Mark gasped with relief as he neared the cruiser. He had circles to approach it from the stem, so that he might not be glimpsed through its window-ports. Now, drawing the atom-pistol at the belt of his space-suit, he crept along the side of the little ship.


  He stopped, went rigid, as he reached a window-port. Wildly, unbelievingly, he stared in through the vacuum-sealed glass. He was looking into the front control compartment of the cruiser, which was brightly illuminated.


  Upon a couch lay the lifeless form of Ardra Aston. Her eyes were closed in death, her lovely face white and still, her warm gold hair flowing over her white shroud! Mark’s heart throbbed at sight of her, beautiful in death as she had been in life.


  Then his eyes swung wildly to the man near the couch—a tall, stalwart man who was divesting himself of his space-suit and helmet. And as the helmet came off, Mark uttered a fierce, hissing exclamation inside his own helmet.


  “Burke Ullman!”


  It was the interplanetary engineer—the man who had been Mark’s unsuccessful rival for Ardra’s love while the girl had lived.


  Ullman had put aside his suit, and now moved toward the couch on which lay the girl. The hair bristled on Mark’s neck as he saw the engineer stoop over the dead girl, touch her hair, caress her with possessive hands.


  Mark turned and ran wildly along the cruiser’s side toward its airlock. The outer door was closed. But there was a stud on the outside, of course, by which the outer and inner doors could be manipulated.


  He touched the stud, and softly the inner door closed; the outer one opened. Mark stepped inside. Another touch of a switch, and the outside door shut; the inner one opened. He stepped into the air-filled rear compartment of the cruiser, a bulky, space-suited figure clutching his pistol.


  Mark went tensely to the door of the front compartment. He flung it open with a sudden gesture.


  Burke Ullman looked up, startled. The engineer had been bending over the body of Ardra with a hollow needle and a thin vial of green liquid in his hand. He had not heard Mark’s stealthy entrance through the airlock.


  “Mark Raymond!” he cried, his dark face stiffening in stupefaction.


  Mark reached up, unscrewed and tore away his glassite helmet. His atom-pistol covered Burke Ullman steadily. And his eyes were deadly as he confronted the engineer.


  “Yes, it’s Mark Raymond!” he choked. “And it seems I got here just in time. You fiend, what were you going to do with Ardra’s body?”


  Burke Ullman seemed to recover his poise. A gleam flickered in his cold black eyes.


  “In a way,” he said deliberately, “I’m glad you’re here, Raymond. It will enable me to even an old score.”


  “You make one move and I’ll blast you down,” Mark raged. “I think I’m going to kill you anyway—a monster who could steal Ardra’s dead body for God knows what unholy purpose, ought to die.”


  “Ardra is not dead,” Ullman said flatly.


  Mark stared at the engineer, stunned.


  “You’re crazy!” he cried at last. “Her mother saw her die!”


  “She thought Ardra died, that’s all,” the engineer said coolly. He pointed to a small case on a table which contained a thin glass vial like the one in his hand, but filled with a bright red liquid instead of a green one.


  “I injected that red drug into her blood one night, before she could resist or call anyone. It is an absolutely unique drug devised and sold to me by an old scientist out on Saturn. It has the power of inducing a catalepsy indistinguishable from death, one that suspends all the vital processes.


  “The physicians Ardra’s mother called certified her dead. She was brought here to the moon-cemetery and has lain as dead for days. But she’s not dead, and the cold and airlessness of the moon could not affect her body, suspended as its vital processes are.”


  “You did that?” Mark breathed unbelievingly. Then a great throb of joy shook him. He cried, “You can bring Ardra back to life, then?”


  “It’s what I was about to do,” Ullman said calmly. He showed the hypodermic needle and the thin vial of green fluid in his hand. “This is the re-animating drug, the only antidote to the red drug. An injection of it into her blood, and Ardra will live again.”


  Broodingly, the engineer added, “It was the only way I could ever get her. Her childish infatuation for you was so strong that she wouldn’t look at me. I decided recently to take a job offered me out in the jungle-country of Venus, and I resolved to take Ardra with me, one way or another.


  “The two drugs were the answer. I’d had something like this in mind when I bought them from the old Saturnian. I gave her a sudden jab of the red drug, and knew she’d be thought dead and brought to this moon-cemetery. I could wait a few days then secretly steal her body, revive her with the green drug, and be on my way to Venus with her. And that is exactly what I still intend to do, Raymond.”


  Mark Raymond’s fingers tightened on the trigger of his pistol. He spoke in fierce, hard tones.


  “Ullman, your hellish plan is ended. Hand over that vial of antidote, before I blast you down.”


  “If you blast me,” answered Burke Ullman levelly, “you will destroy Ardra’s one chance for life.”


  “What do you mean?” Mark cried.


  “Simply that this vial is the only supply of the antidote in the whole solar system. The old Saturnian scientist who sold me the drugs died soon after. Their secret died with him. Destroy this vial of green liquid, and nothing in the system can ever wake Ardra from her living death.


  “So you see, Raymond,” crackled the interplanetary engineer’s voice triumphantly, “I hold the whip hand here. You can blast me, yes—but not quickly enough to prevent me smashing this vial as I fall. And so when you kill me, you are sentencing Ardra forever to living death!”


  Sweat beaded Mark Raymond’s forehead as he perceived the strength of Ullman’s position. He stared at the gloating engineer with wild eyes.


  Burke Ullman raised his hand. The vial of precious green fluid was poised between his fingers, and Mark watched it with stricken, anguished eyes.


  “Drop your gun and back to the wall,” Ullman ordered crisply, “or I’ll let this vial fall and smash!”


  “You wouldn’t dare!” the young man cried hoarsely. “I’d kill you the next moment!”


  “Would that bring Ardra back?” taunted the engineer. “Think, Raymond—think of her lying out there in the moon-cemetery for year after year, not really dead but not living either. That’s what will happen to her unless you obey me.”


  Mark Raymond’s soul was seething with horrible struggle. He knew the engineer meant it, that unless he obeyed, Ardra was doomed forever to sleep in deathly trance.


  If he did obey, it meant death for him, Mark knew. Ullman would not let him live. And worse, it meant Ardra would be in the ruthless engineer’s power, his captive in some hell-hole of a jungle outpost on Venus. Would it not be better to let her sleep on, than to have her suffer that?


  Mark knew he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t condemn Ardra to an eternal suspended animation. Even if Ullman took her to Venus, there was always a chance that she could escape him. But once that vial smashed, there was no chance for Ardra until the world ended.


  The atom-pistol clattered from Mark Raymond’s hands to the floor. And stiffly, mechanically, the young man backed to the front of the control-compartment.


  A flash of triumph in his black eyes, Burke Ullman swiftly stooped and recovered the weapon. Then, holding it against Mark’s side, the engineer with his free hand bound Mark securely to one of the stanchions that supported the control-panel. He used a flexible metal rope, winding it tightly.


  Then Ullman stepped back, his dark face gleaming with satisfied hate.


  “I knew you would see the light of reason, Raymond,” he smirked. “I shall attend to you when I have looked after Ardra.”


  “What are you going to do?” Mark demanded hoarsely.


  “I am going to revivify Ardra. I am going to give you the satisfaction of seeing her in my arms. And then I am going to give you the red drug!”


  Mark had expected it when he had made his choice. He had foreseen that he himself would be thrust into the deathlike trance by Ullman. And though his soul was cold with horror at the thought of being plunged into that weird state that was neither death nor life, he knew that he would go into it gladly if it brought Ardra back to life.


  Burke Ullman was again turning his attention to the girl. While Mark watched with haggard eyes, the engineer bound her limp wrists and ankles together. Then he filled his needle from the vial of green drug, and placed the point of the instrument against her forearm.


  The needle sank in. Mark saw the engineer withdraw it, empty, and then saw Ullman bend over the girl with eager expectation. And with a tortured, yearning anticipation, Mark Raymond also watched her face.


  In a moment Ardra’s eyelids fluttered. Then a long sigh came brokenly from her parted lips. Her limbs stirred a little under the white shroud. And in a moment more, her lids opened; her blue eyes stared up bewilderedly.


  “Burke Ullman!” she exclaimed as she perceived the man bending over her. Swift memory and fear flashed into her face. “You jabbed something into my shoulder—”


  “That was in your house, a week ago, Ardra,” the engineer told her. “We’re not in your home now, we’re not even on earth. We’re on the moon.”


  “The moon?” she cried stupefiedly. “You mean—”


  “I mean that you have been dead, my dear,” Ullman said smoothly. “Not really dead, but enough like it that everyone was fooled. But now I have brought you back to life, and in gratitude you are going with me to make a lonely existence on Venus somewhat more tolerable.”


  “You’re mad!” Ardra cried, struggling to sit up and discovering that her limbs were tied. Then, as her eyes wildly roamed the interior of the cruiser, she saw Mark Raymond tied to the stanchion by the control-panel.


  “Mark!” she cried.


  “You will have to forget Raymond, my dear,” Ullman told the white-faced girl. “He is not going to Venus with us, I regret to say. He is going to stay here on the moon—not dead, but not living, either.”


  Mark yelled in hoarse rage, twisted wildly to free himself, as he saw the engineer grasp the struggling girl and possessively kiss her lips.


  But the tough metal rope that held him to the stanchion was unbreakable. All his crazy efforts could not loosen it. Wildly he looked around him, in vain and desperate search for some weapon within grasp. But there was none, nor were his arms free to use it if he had one.


  Ullman lowered the fainting girl’s bound form back onto the couch, and straightened. There was a smile of pleasure on his dark face as he picked up the two vials of red and green liquid.


  “Now for you, Raymond,” he said edgily. “An injection of this red drug, and you will go into a sleep that will last while the universe lasts. But first—”


  Deliberately, Burke Ullman uncorked the vial of green liquid and poured it out onto the floor.


  “The only supply of the antidote in existence—and it is gone now,” he taunted. “Nothing will ever revive you, Raymond—nothing!”


  And tossing aside the empty vial, Ullman came forward toward Mark, with the vial of the drug and the hollow needle in his hand.


  “It will be an easy exit, really,” he mocked. “Just a pin-prick and then soothing sleep—sleep from which no rude hand will ever awaken you.”


  Mark Raymond’s wild eyes at that moment perceived what he had been desperately searching for—a possible weapon, one which had only a chance in a thousand of succeeding, but which was his one last hope.


  The starting switch on the control-panel I It was only a few feet from the stanchion to which he was tied, that panel. If he could reach the switch with his foot—


  With a frantic motion, he raised his leg, prodded with his toe at the panel. Ardra was trying vainly to rise from her couch. Burke Ullman, advancing with the deadly drug in his hand, did not in that first moment realize what Mark was trying to do.


  Mark’s toe touched the starting switch. He pressed it in convulsively. And with a sudden loud roar from its atom tubes, the cruiser lurched violently off the ground.


  The little ship gave but one convulsive leap and then hit the ground again with a jarring impact, as Mark withdrew his toe. That impact rolled Ardra off her couch. And it flung Burke Ullman against the wall of the compartment.


  For a moment, Mark had a wild hope that his desperate plan had succeeded. But his hope died swiftly. For Ullman had not been stunned by the sudden jolt, as Mark had hoped he would be. The engineer was scrambling to his feet.


  His dark face was deadly now in menace. As he had been flung against the wall, the vial in his hand had smashed, and the red liquid it had contained was dripping from his hand along with blood from the cuts made by the cracked glass.


  “A neat trick, Raymond,” he rasped, “but not neat enough. It did spoil my little plan to put you to sleep, though.” Impatiently, Ullman flung away the dripping red glass fragments in his hand. And the engineer drew the atom-pistol he had taken from Mark.


  “I shall have to use this instead of the drug,” he snapped. “It is not as satisfying to me as the living death I had planned for you, but it will do.”


  Mark closed his eyes as Burke Ullman raised the weapon. He heard Ardra cry out frantically.


  “No, Burke—don’t kill him! I’ll go anywhere with you, do anything you say, if you spare him!”


  There was a moment’s silence. The destroying, searing flash that Mark awaited did not come.


  He opened his eyes. Burke Ullman was swaying on his feet, and a horrible expression had come into the engineer’s dark face.


  Stupefiedly, Ullman dropped the pistol and stared down at his red-stained hand.


  “My hand—getting cold,” Ullman whispered. “Cold, and numb—”


  And then he shrieked wildly. “The red drug—it was injected into my blood when I fell! Those fragments of glass that cut my hand, let the drug enter my blood—”


  He tottered around, began wildly to scrabble on the floor where he had poured the green antidote.


  “The antidote!” he sobbed. “There must be a little left, a few drops—”


  But there was nothing on the metal floor but a drying green stain. Burke Ullman clawed at it insanely.


  Then his body slowly stiffened. A strange, blank expression came over his face, and his body sagged along the floor and lay still.


  Mark looked down at him dazedly. The engineer lay with face and body still, apparently lifeless.


  “Caught,” Mark whispered hoarsely. “Caught in his own trap. He’s in the living death and nothing will ever revive him—he threw away the last of the antidote himself!”


  “Mark!” Ardra was sobbing.


  “Try to roll toward me, Ardra,” he directed in an unsteady voice. “Maybe you can get me free.”


  The girl, her hands and feet still bound, inched along the floor to him. She reached up and with bound, nerveless hands fumbled at the metal rope that held him to the stanchion.


  In a few minutes, Mark felt the rope loosen. He tore it away, cut the girl’s bonds, and then for a long moment, held her tight in his arms.


  “Ardra!” he whispered thickly. “I thought you dead—lost to me—”


  She stirred in his arms. “Mark, let’s get away from here, back to earth. Now!”


  He looked down at Burke Ullman’s sleeping, apparently lifeless form.


  “There’s no use to take him back to earth,” he muttered. “We’ll have to leave him here on the moon, with the dead—to sleep forever, as he meant me to sleep.”


  He donned his space-suit again and carried the limp body outside. There he left Burke Ullman to slumber forever in the deep shadow of the tall crags.


  Ten minutes later, the little cruiser rose from the shadows with a roar of atom-tubes. And as it slanted upward from the shadowy, silent world of the dead, as it headed toward the great, warm, silver sphere of earth, Ardra clung to Mark Raymond’s side.


  “Don’t look back, Mark,” she shivered. “I don’t want ever again even to look at the moon, when I think that for days I lay there amid the dead.”


  “No, we won’t look back,” he told her, drawing her closer to him, happiness returning to his tired, haggard face. “You and I, Ardra, for the rest of our lives—we’re going to look ahead.”


  CITY FROM THE SEA


  Weird Tales, May 1940


  The tale of a lost continent cast up by the sea, and the dread menace it held for the people of our world—a thrill-tale of startling perils and eery events . . .


  KIRK WILSON came back to consciousness slowly. He was lying on the fore companionway of the yacht, drenched to the skin with sea-water, and a litter of miscellaneous debris had washed down the steps onto him. He lay for a moment dazed, his head throbbing with pain, trying to remember what had happened. The catastrophe had come so suddenly that everything was still mixed up in his mind.


  The motor yacht Estrella, of which he was first mate, had been sailing smoothly over the glassy South Pacific when it had happened. There had been no warning at all.”


  A towering blue wall of water had appeared in the southeast, a mountainous mass of sea that rolled with incredible swiftness toward the yacht. Kirk Wilson had been racing up from the companionway to the deck, when that advancing wall of water hit the Estrella and flung it like a toy. Then he had known nothing more.


  “Plead must have hit the steps,” Kirk muttered thickly, wincing from pain.


  Then as he clambered painfully to his feet, he became aware that the yacht was tossing on big waves.


  “Didn’t sink yet, anyway,” he told himself grimly, as he struggled up the swaying companionway.


  When Kirk emerged onto the deck, he stopped for a moment, appalled by the sight that met his eyes. The ordinarily trim white decks of the Estrella were now a litter of wreckage. Canopies and deckchairs had been washed away, boats had been smashed to flinders, and the wireless masts and the whole deckhouse containing the radio apparatus had been swept away.


  The sea was running in high, leaden waves under a heavily overcast sky. The Estrella’s Diesels were still throbbing, however, and the yacht was limping southeastward at reduced speed, bucking the heavy sea.


  Kirk staggered toward the bridge. Its windows had been smashed out, but otherwise it remained intact He met Sven Halsen, the big Norwegian engineer, stumbling toward him along the deck.


  “Half the crew were swept away, sir!” cried the big man, his massive face aghast. “I don’t know what—”


  “How about Mr. Wade and his guests?” Kirk snapped.


  Halsen jerked a thumb toward the stern of the yacht, where lay the owner’s quarters.


  “They’re all safe, I think,” the Norwegian said huskily. “They were all down in the saloon when it hit us.”


  Kirk hurried on toward the bridge where he found Captain Ross Whieldon and a scared-looking helmsman.


  “Good God, sir, what hit us?” Kirk cried as he burst in. “A tidal wave?”


  Captain Whieldon slowly turned toward him. The round, ordinarily genial red face of the captain was pale and stiff and strange, now. And his blue eyes had a queer, opaque quality.


  “Yes, Mr. Wilson,” he said in a thick, slow voice. “It was a tidal wave, caused, I believe, by some great subterranean disturbance.”


  Kirk stared at the captain. There was something queer about Whieldon—about the strange, stiff manner of his speaking, the set and staring expression on his face. Those cold, opaque blue eyes—they didn’t seem to Kirk like Whieldon’s eyes at all. They had something odd peeping out of them, something alien and chilling.


  “Stunned yet, by the shock,” Kirk told himself. Aloud he said, “Shall I take over for the time being, sir? You look rather done up.”


  “No, Mr. Wilson, I shall retain command,” Whieldon answered in the same stiff, slow accents.


  Kirk frowned uncertainly. Then as he glanced at the compass, the frown on his virile blond face deepened.


  “Why, we’re heading southeastward, sir!” he exclaimed, astonished.


  “Yes, I just gave Trask the order,” Whieldon said heavily.


  “But we should be heading north, toward Hawaii!” Kirk cried. “There’s nothing southeastward but two thousand miles of empty ocean.”


  “That’s what I told him, sir!” squeaked Trask, the scared-looking little helmsman at the wheel.


  ”I am commanding here, Mr. Wilson,” answered Captain Whieldon stonily, his colorless face mask-like.


  “But it’s suicide to head that way!” Kirk protested. “We’ve no radio now to call for help, our plates may be strained, and we’ve lost half our crew! We should make straight for Hawaii.”


  “I say we head southeast,” Whieldon repeated tonelessly. “If you continue to act in this insubordinate manner, I shall have you put in irons.”


  Kirk bit his lip to repress the boiling retort that sprang up inside him. The little helmsman, Trask, was looking at him in scared appeal. He felt like ordering Trask to steer north, and taking the consequences. But ingrained habits of discipline and obedience made Kirk control his impulse.


  “Go aft and see to Mr. Wade and his guests,” Whieldon was ordering in the same slow, stiff voice.


  “Very well, sir,” Kirk rasped, and then turned to leave the bridge.


  At that moment, a queer and unnerving thing happened. Captain Whieldon’s stiff, mask-like face suddenly quivered, worked, came alive! For just an instant, the unhuman, alien mask dropped from his countenance, and the tortured face and eyes were those of Whieldon himself.


  “Wilson, for God’s sake don’t—” he gasped hoarsely, then stopped.


  “What is it, sir?” Kirk cried quickly.


  But, swiftly as it had come, that change vanished. Whieldon’s face became again the stiff, colorless mask. And his voice, when he continued, was again slow, heavy and dead.


  “Nothing,” he said tonelessly. “Go aft and see to the owner’s party.”


  Kirk hesitated, his nerves quivering like harp-strings. There had been something vaguely horrible about that brief resurgence of Whieldon’s normal personality. But the captain’s opaque blue eyes were now regarding him with that stony, alien expression. Baffled, Kirk turned and went down from the bridge onto the deck.


  Halsen, the big engineer, had been peering into the bridge and had seen and heard. The Norwegian’s massive face was knotted in a puzzled, fearful expression.


  “Mr. Wilson, something’s happened to the captain!” he burst out. “Why does he want to steer southeast? We ought to make a port as fast as we can.”


  Inwardly, Kirk agreed. But the age-old discipline of the sea kept him from voicing what he felt.


  “Get back down to your Diesels, Halsen,” he snapped. “I’ll be down for inspection as soon as I see to the passengers.”


  But as Kirk hurried aft along the wreckage-littered deck, barking sharp orders to the stunned-looking half-dozen seamen who had emerged from below, he was still feeling the queer horror that had oppressed him during that moment when Whieldon had changed.


  The wild, desperate appeal in the captain’s voice for that one instant had been deeply disturbing. And there had been something dimly terrifying about the swiftness with which that appeal had been smothered by the return of Whieldon’s new, strange personality.


  Something had happened to Whieldon’s mind—some deep and dreadful change brought about, in some fashion, by the sudden catastrophe. For just a moment, the normal man had triumphed in the captain’s brain, and then had been smothered again.


  Kirk reached the aft companionway and hurried down into the luxurious saloon, the living and dining quarters of the yacht’s owner and his guests. Here wicker chairs and tables had been flung crazily about, and soda siphons and highball glasses lay smashed on the floor.


  Tony Wade, the young millionaire owner of the Estrella, came stumbling toward him. He had a nasty cut on his forehead, and his dark, handsome face was dazed.


  “What was it?” he stammered to Kirk. “A hurricane?”


  “Tidal wave of some kind,” Kirk rapped. “Are your guests all right?”


  “I—guess so,” Wade mumbled.


  Kay Marlin came running toward them. The girl’s dark hair was in disarray, and her small, lovely face was pale, her brown eyes wide with anxiety.


  “My aunt and uncle!” she cried. “Tony, they were going back to their cabin when it happened—”


  Kirk started back with her toward the cabin corridor. But Wallace Marlin’s aggressive, middle-aged face appeared ahead, coming to meet them.


  The financier was half dragging and half carrying the unconscious figure of his wife.


  “Aunt Edith?” cried Kay, alarmed.


  “She’s all right—just fainted,” her uncle told her gruffly. “Get me some water.”


  Kirk Wilson turned. Now he located the other two of Wade’s five guests.


  Berty Merton, pudgy young heir of a great industrialist, was clambering to his feet from a pile of overturned chairs. His round, kewpie face was pasty with fear.


  “Is it the end of the world?” he cried.


  “Hell, no,” snapped Kirk disgustedly.


  He went to the corner where the fifth of Tony Wade’s guests was sitting.


  This was Linda Lee, whose golden beauty flashed from a thousand motion picture screens every night. She didn’t look beautiful at the moment. She sat stiffly in the corner like a doll that had been flung there, and kept screaming monotonously in a thin, mechanical voice.


  “Stop that!” Kirk ordered harshly.


  She kept screaming, her dilated blue eyes not even seeming to see him.


  He stooped and slapped her face hard. The action was effective in halting her hysteria. She stared unbelievingly up at him, and then burst into a shower of tears.


  “Are we going to sink?” Berty Merton was crying in panic. “Shall we take to the boats?”


  Kirk ignored the pudgy, terrified youth. He turned to Tony Wade.


  Wade seemed to be getting a grip on himself, and had bound his cut forehead with a handkerchief.


  “Is the yacht hurt bad, Wilson?” he asked Kirk anxiously. “Can we make Hawaii?”


  Kirk shrugged. “We could make Hawaii all right, I think. But Captain Whieldon is steering southeast.”


  “Southeast?” Wade stared uncomprehendingly. “But there’s no land in that direction. Why should he steer there?”


  “You’ll have to ask him,” Kirk said, tightly.


  “I’ll ask him,” Wade declared. “Why, he must have gone crazy!”


  Kirk followed the young millionaire back up on deck, Kay Marlin coming with them. Wade headed straight for the bridge.


  Whieldon was still there, staring stonily ahead across the leaden, heaving sea. And Trask, the little helmsman, was still holding the craft southeastward.


  “Captain Whieldon, why the devil are we going southeast?” Wade demanded. “Turn around and head for Hawaii, at once.”


  Whieldon’s stiff, strange mask of a face did not change. There was not even a flicker in his cold, opaque blue eyes as he faced the young millionaire.


  “I am commanding this craft, Mr. Wade,” he said heavily. “It is up to me to lay our course.”


  “Then I dismiss you as captain!” Tony Wade declared angrily. “Wilson, I am putting you in command. Lay a course for Honolulu at once.”


  Kirk Wilson, frowning, stepped forward. But he stopped, almost at once, for Whieldon had drawn a. revolver from his pocket and was covering them all with it.


  “Get off this bridge,” the stiff-faced captain ordered tonelessly, “or I’ll shoot.”


  Looking into the alien, opaque eyes of the man, Kirk knew that he meant it. Whieldon, the ordinarily genial, good-humored captain, had somehow become a cold, strange being who held their lives at no worth whatever.


  “You’re stark mad!” Tony Wade declared heatedly. “I’ll—”


  Whieldon’s cold eyes were deadly in their complete lack of emotion. His finger tightened on the trigger.


  “Out of here,” he repeated stonily, “unless you want a bullet.”


  Appalled, Tony Wade backed out of the bridge and down the steps. Whieldon’s gun swung on Kirk, and the young first mate slowly followed the owner. Trask, the frightened little helmsman, looked after Kirk with desperate appeal in his eyes.


  Halsen and the half-dozen seamen had gathered together on deck and were staring worriedly up at the bridge. And Wallace Marlin and his fluttery, terrified wife, with Berty Merton and Linda Lee, were joining the group.


  “Whieldon’s gone stark, staring mad,” Wade gritted furiously. “Only a madman would steer into the southeast, where there is not even a speck of land for two thousand miles.”


  “It’s something worse than just madness,” Kirk declared, frowning. “Something weird has happened to him. It’s as though another personality had taken possession of him.”


  Halsen, the big engineer, nodded agreement, his massive face blanched by superstitious fear.


  “Aye, he is a man possessed by a devil!” whispered the Norwegian. “A warlock has gripped his body—”


  “Stuff and nonsense!” barked Wallace Marlin. The financier’s gruff face showed disgust. “This talk of devils and warlocks is wasting time—I want to know what we’re going to do.”


  “Wilson, it’s up to you,” Tony Wade declared. “I’ve put you in command.” Kirk spoke swiftly. “Halsen, go down and stop the Diesels. That’ll keep us from being carried further on this crazy course, at least. Mr. Wade, will you get two pistols from the gun-locker in Whieldon’s cabin?”


  Tony Wade hurried off. Halsen was making toward the engine-room hatchway, when he was halted by a hail from the bridge.


  Captain Whieldon, gun in hand, was looking down from the bridge door at them. His stiff, dead voice reached them.


  “If you are thinking of stopping the motors—don’t,” he warned tonelessly. “If you do, I’ll kill Trask.”


  “What shall I do, sir?” asked Halsen horrified, looking toward Kirk.


  “Please, Mr. Wilson, don’t stop the motors!” came Trask’s pleading, frightened voice. “He’ll do it!”


  Kirk’s blond face tightened. “We’ll have to let the Diesels run. We can’t sacrifice Trask’s life.”


  Tony Wade came hurrying back from his mission.


  “The gun-locker in Whieldon’s cabin—it’s empty!” he exclaimed. “And there isn’t another weapon on the yacht.”


  “Whieldon must have thrown all the other firearms overboard, before the rest of us regained consciousness,” Kirk muttered. “It’s going to be a tough business overpowering him, without a gun.”


  “Count me out of it,” quavered Berty Merton, his pudgy face pale. “I don’t want to commit suicide.”


  “Why, Berty, wouldn’t you fight to save my life?” Linda Lee asked the tubby young heir, astonished.


  “Sure, let’s rush the bridge now!” Wade suggested excitedly. “There’s nine or ten of us to his one.”


  “This isn’t a movie, Mr. Wade,” Kirk snapped. “We’d half of us lose our lives if we tried such a stunt. We’ll have to wait until night, then try it. Under cover of darkness, we’ll have a chance.”


  “I’m afraid,” said Kay Marlin unexpectedly, her small face pale. “There’s something horrible and strange about the captain. He doesn’t even seem human, any more.”


  Hour followed hour, and the Estrella forged on southeastward into the vast Pacific. Tire high seas had steadily quieted, but it was still a leaden, desolate ocean over which they sailed. As the afternoon drew to an end, the overcast sky began slowly to clear.


  Kirk watched the murky, blood-dabbed sunset that smoldered in the western heavens. Up in the bridge, he could discern the small form of Trask at the wheel, and the stiff, alertly watchful figure of Captain Whieldon.


  What horrible thing had happened to the captain? he wondered again. There had been something in his eyes and voice that had chilled Kirk to the core of his spine—something alien and loathsome, the very proximity of which had sent cold ripples down the young mate’s back.


  He tried to shake off his dark oppression, and went down into the saloon where Tony Wade and his guests had gathered. The chairs and tables had been righted. Wallace Marlin was soothing his sobbing, fluttery wife, Berty Merton was drinking Scotch and soda with the moving-picture star, while Wade talked in a low voice to Kay Marlin.


  “It’ll be dark in another hour,” Kirk told the young millionaire. “We’ll try rushing the bridge then.”


  Wade nodded nervously. “I wish to God I’d never thought of this cruise,” he exclaimed. “If we get out of this safely, I’ll confine my yachting to Newport and Palm Beach.”


  Linda Lee came up to them and asked Kirk anxiously, “We’ll reach Hawaii before next week, won’t we? I have to be back in Hollywood in two weeks, to start my new picture.”


  “Don’t talk like a fool, Linda,” Kay told her indignantly. “We may be lucky to be living two weeks from now, let alone—-”


  She was stricken to silence by the hoarse, excited yell that came from above-decks.


  “Land ho!” Halsen was shouting.


  “Land?” cried Kirk. “Why, there’s no land within a thousand miles of here!”


  He leaped to the companionway and ran up on deck, the others following excitedly.


  Halsen and the excited seamen came running along the deck toward him. The big Norwegian pointed a shaking finger ahead across the sunset-lit ocean.


  “Look, Mr. Wilson!” he cried.


  Kirk stared. And he felt his brain stagger at what he saw. It was land, a long, low coast stretching squarely across their path, extending roughly north and south for many miles, as far as the eye could reach; a low, gray-green, steaming land from which heavy vapors were rising into the lurid sunset, and which was guarded by rocks and shoals on which breakers dashed ghost-white.


  “Good Lord, we can’t be seeing this!” Kirk cried wildly. “It’s a continent—a whole continent here where there ought to be nothing but empty sea!”


  “Maybe a mistake in navigation—”


  Tony Wade started to say, but Kirk shook his head fiercely.


  “No! I knew our position exactly, and the nearest land of that size is a thousand miles or more away!”


  In the blood-red, murky sunset, the Estrella was moving straight on with Diesels throbbing toward the mysterious shore. Then-the incredible explanation came suddenly to Kirk.


  “This is a new land—a land that has just risen from the sea!” he exclaimed. “Some vast subterranean convulsion forced it up, and its emergence caused the tidal wave that nearly wrecked us!”


  They stared incredulously at the low coast steaming in the sunset.


  “That’s impossible,” Tony Wade said. Then his eyes widened. “But haven’t I read somewhere that there was once a continent in the South Pacific, that sank into the sea thousands of years ago?”


  Kirk nodded. “Geologists say there was such a land—the continent Mu, legendary seat of a great civilization.”


  “Then Mu has risen again, after thousands of years?” Kay Marlin whispered, her face white.


  “I don’t believe it!” snapped her uncle. “This is some land or island marked on maps. If it isn’t, how would Captain Whieldon have known to steer straight toward it?”


  The question struck like a cold whip across Kirk’s excited thoughts. Its implications brought him a strange feeling of dread. Why had Whieldon chanced to steer straight toward this newly-risen land? Had it just been chance, or had Whieldon somehow known . . .


  They were sweeping closer toward the gray-green, steaming coast. Kirk saw that the yacht was heading toward a small cove that indented the shore, outside which lay a veritable maze of rocks and shoals, white with foaming breakers.


  “Whieldon’s going to take us into that cove,” Tony Wade muttered, amazed.


  “He’ll never make it!” Kirk declared, his blond face grim. “No pilot could steer through those uncharted banks and rocks. Unless we stop him, he’ll pile the yacht up!”


  And Kirk started determinedly toward the bridge. He could see Whieldon up there, holding the wheel himself now and steering the Estrella straight toward the cove. Trask was crouching in a corner, terrified.


  Kirk had gone but two steps upward before Whieldon glimpsed him coming. The captain turned and shot in a single movement.


  The cracking report of the revolver was simultaneous with a white-hot pain that burned along Kirk’s right shoulder.


  “Stay back, or I’ll shoot to kill,” warned Whieldon’s toneless voice. “And I’ll kill Trask first!”


  Kirk reeled back down the steps, holding his grazed, bleeding shoulder.


  “We can’t stop him,” he rasped. “God help us when we hit those shoals!”


  The roar of breakers was growing ominously louder as the Estrella plunged on toward the maze of rocks and banks outside tire cove. The yacht, caught by swift currents, seemed to quicken its forward pace as though eager to rush to its own destruction.


  In the crimson, smoldering sunset, the scene was appalling. The roaring white hell of foam ahead; the low, steaming, oozy land beyond, whose veils of vapor went solemnly upward like sacrificial smokes; and up in the bridge, the devil possessed, maskfaced madman who was piloting them toward destruction.


  Kirk gripped the rail and waited grimly for the catastrophe. Over the thunderous roar of breakers he could hear Linda Lee’s screams. He was aware that Kay Marlin was holding tightly to his arm, and he glimpsed young Merton’s pudgy face, drained of all color, his eyes popping.


  The Estrella pitched and plunged sickeningly as it was swept into the white hell of tumbling waters. Rushing waves screamed over rocks and exploded into white foam that hung in the air like smoke. Spray dashed and stung their faces.


  But the shock of collision did not come. Somehow, by sheer miracle it seemed, the yacht drove on between the fanged rocks and shoals, almost scraping between them.


  And suddenly it was through the breakers, gliding smoothly and serenely into the calm waters of the sheltered cove.


  “My God!” cried Halsen hoarsely. “Only a devil from hell could have piloted us through that!”


  “Shut off the Diesels!” Kirk ordered him. “The yacht’s safe in here, for the time being.”


  Tony Wade was gazing westward, across the oozy, vaporing land that now lay on three sides of them.


  “Look there!” the young millionaire cried wildly, pointing west. “A city!”


  “You’re seeing things!” Kirk exclaimed. “You’re—”


  His jaw sagged, his voice trailed to silence, as he stared westward where Wade was pointing.


  Miles away, black against the smoldering sunset, stood out a cluster of strange towers; cyclopean pylons like slender, upright cylinders, crowned by flat cupolas. Distant and vague and unreal they looked, through the shifting vapors.


  There was something so grotesque, so other-worldly about the appearance of those far, monstrous towers, that it struck them all to silence. Their faces wild in the red rays of the murky sunset, they stared and stared.


  “A city!” whispered Halsen thickly. The Norwegian’s eyes were dilated. “A city that has come up from the sea with this ancient land!”


  “Yes, a city of lost Mu!” cried Tony Wade excitedly. “Buried beneath the sea for thousands on thousands of years! Good Lord, we’re seeing a place no human eye has looked on for millenniums!”


  “I don’t like it,” faltered Kay Marlin, her brown eyes very wide, her small hand gripping Kirk’s sleeve. “It looks unhuman, alien—”


  “It can’t be anything more than a heap of slimy ruins,” Kirk assured her. He fought down the vague repulsion that he felt at sight of those distant towers, and added, “This will drive the archeologists crazy when they hear about it. And if—”


  Bump! The shock was not a heavy one, but it almost threw them from their feet.


  The Estrella, its motors dead, had drifted to the shore of the cove and buried its bow in the soft, oozy green mud there. The yacht now lay motionless.


  They could look down over the rail onto the oozy muck surface of this new-risen land. Green, drying slime covered everything, and from it heavy vapors still rose silently into the deepening twilight.


  Bodies of fishes and small sea-creatures lay in hollows where they had been trapped by the rising of the land. The heavy stink of slime from the oozy shore was rank and overpowering.


  “Aground!” muttered Halsen. “Aground here on a new devil’s-land from the sea, with no radio, no boats—”


  “Here comes the captain,” cried Berty Merton suddenly, his pudgy face fearful as he shrank back.


  Kirk stiffened. Captain Whieldon was coming down from the bridge onto the deck.


  The captain advanced with stiff, heavy tread toward them. As he neared them, through the dusk Kirk saw that his face was still the weirdly stiff, colorless mask, that his eyes were still opaque and expressionless. Yet Captain Whieldon’s words, when he spoke to Wade, were placating.


  “I’m sorry I acted as I did, Mr. Wade,” he said tonelessly. “I guess I must have been out of my head from the shock.”


  Tony Wade seemed to breathe more easily, but his voice was angry.


  “You certainly picked a fine time to go off your head, Whieldon!” he declared. “You’ve run us ashore on the coast of this God-forsaken land—have got us into a hell of a fix.”


  “I’m sorry,” Whieldon repeated stonily.


  “Well, Wilson is in command now,” Tony Wade snapped. “And suppose you hand over that pistol.”


  Silently, without protest, Whieldon extended the pistol. Wade took it. Then tire captain turned and without a word stalked heavily off to his cabin. They were all dumb, peering after him through the dusk until he vanished.


  “Thank God he’s come to his wits, anyway!” said Wade relieved.


  “He’s still—queer,” Kirk declared tightly. “Something’s still the matter with • him. I wish I knew what.”


  “The warlock who gripped his body still masters him!” muttered Halsen in a fearful whisper.


  Trask, the little helmsman who had been prisoned in the bridge with Whieldon, came stumbling toward them. His wizened face was deathly with terror.


  “He—he ain’t a man any longer!” Trask babbled incoherently. “I saw it in his face up there! We ought to kill him, to kill the devil in him!”


  “You can count on me. I’d be for it,” muttered Halsen.


  “Are you two crazy—proposing murder?” rasped Kirk. “You’re letting your superstitions run away with you.”


  “How are we going to get out of this cursed hole, Wilson?” Tony Wade wanted to know.


  “Can’t we get out of here tonight?” Kay Marlin asked breathlessly. “I—I don’t like this place.”


  “No chance of leaving here tonight,” Kirk answered crisply. “In the morning, we’ll get the Diesels going, reverse out of this mud, and if we’re lucky, we’ll be able to scrape back out through those shoals and steer for Hawaii. Meanwhile,” he added, “I suggest you people get some sleep. We’ll stand regular watches. I’ll take the first, till midnight, and you, Halsen, the second.”


  Complete darkness had fallen. Passengers and seamen began to move silently toward their quarters.


  “I don’t feel like sleeping,” Kay told Kirk, her face a pale, strained blur in the darkness. She gazed westward into the night. “Those monstrous towers—”


  “Forget about them,” Kirk advised. “There’s nothing in a lot of old stones to harm you.”


  But when the others had gone, leaving him alone on deck, Kirk peered westward himself through the steamy darkness, his heart beating with increased rapidity. He felt engulfed by strange, swirling mysteries.


  What could explain Whieldon’s strange appearance and conduct? How came it that, as soon as the new land had risen from the ocean, Whieldon had suddenly become a stony-faced automaton who had guided the Estrella straight toward the newly-risen land, straight toward this cove, toward the dead city?


  Kirk tried to force these things from his mind, to concentrate his thoughts upon the problem of getting away from here in the morning. But an hour later, when the moon rose and cast a pale white light upon the oozy plain, he was still staring westward toward the dim, distant towers, wondering and wondering . . .


  Halsen appeared so promptly at midnight that Kirk guessed the big Norwegian had not slept at all.


  “Is everything all fight?” the engineer asked in an apprehensive whisper, glancing west through the unreal moonlight.


  “Of course,” Kirk answered. “Keep your eyes open, Halsen—but I don’t think we’ve anything to fear.”


  He left Halsen peering fixedly west, where vague and distant cupola-crowned towers rose misty in the moonlight.


  Kirk found it hard to get to sleep. He tossed in his bunk, listening to the slow, restless tread of Halsen, up on deck. The rank stink of slime from the oozy shore filled his cabin, was heavy in his nostrils.


  He gradually drifted into a troubled sleep. And in his slumber, the feeling of oppression that had gripped him ever since the catastrophe deepened until it was like a dark, dank fog enclosing him. Out of that veiling darkness, there emerged to Kirk’s slumbering brain a shape that swept toward him as though from remote spaces of dream. A human shape—or was it human?


  It was a girl he saw in his dream—but not any girl such as he had ever seen before. She was subtly unhuman—yet beautiful. Silky, sea-green hair poured back from a face of elfin beauty. Not white, but pale green, was her skin. And out of that hauntingly lovely, hauntingly alien green face, two great, dark, purple eyes looked into Kirk’s soul with vibrant appeal.


  “Let me possess your body,” she seemed whispering to Kirk. “lam Lanae—Lanae of the Firstborn. And unless I can possess a human body quickly, Arn will win!”


  Softly, her mind seemed taking possession of his slumbering body. And frantically, in his dream, he fought that silent, subtle invasion.


  “You must not resist!” Lanae’s anguished, urgent thought beat upon him. “You must let me have your body.”


  He felt his mental defenses going down before her. He felt his own mind, his own personality, being crowded aside in his body by the throbbing, eager mind of Lanae. Then, on the verge of complete surrender, Kirk heard a shrill, distant cry. He sensed a frantic intensifying of Lanae’s mental attack—but too late for her! For as that shrill cry was repeated, Kirk woke from his nightmare dream.


  He sat up in his bunk, trembling violently, bathed in cold sweat.


  “God above!” he whispered hoarsely. “Was it a dream?”


  Then he remembered the cries that had awakened him. They had come from up on deck.


  Still trembling from his weird experience, Kirk sprang out of his bunk. Unsteadily, he ran up the companionway onto the deck.


  The moon was ascending toward the Zenith. In its vague white light, the oozy plain of the newly-risen land stretched away in dim unreality from the cove where the Estrella was grounded.


  Tony Wade was bending In the moonlight over a man who lay prostrate on the deck. Kirk ran to them. The prone figure was Halsen, and he was unconscious. There, was a bruise on the Norwegian’s temple.


  Kirk’s rough restorative measures soon caused Halsen to open his eyes. There was dread in them as he looked wildly up into their faces.


  “What happened?” Kirk cried.


  “Whieldon—Captain Whieldon,” answered the Norwegian hoarsely. “He’s gone—toward that city.”


  “To that city?” Kirk repeated. “Why did you let him go?”


  “I couldn’t stop him!” Halsen cried. “He came up on deck, his face still stiff and queer, his eyes still cold and strange. He started toward the rail. I ran to stop him, and he hit me with a crowbar he carried.”


  “I found Halsen unconscious, and yelled for help,” Tony Wade added. “I couldn’t sleep—came up for air.”


  The others on the yacht had gathered hastily on deck while Halsen had told his brief story. And a gasp of horror went up from them.


  “The devil that’s got hold of the captain—it made him go out there, to that hell-city!” Trask cried fearfully.


  “Nonsense,” muttered Wallace Marlin, but the word seemed to stick in his throat.


  Kirk’s mouth was dry with sudden dread. He was remembering his own experience in sleep—the strange apparition of the girl who had called herself Lanae of the Firstborn, who he had dreamed, had tried to seize his body.


  What if that dream had been reality? And what if that alienly lovely girl had seized control of Whieldon’s body as she had tried to possess his? Was it she who “had for some dark purpose forced Whieldon to steer toward this newly-risen land, and had caused him to go toward the distant city of towers?


  Remembering the pure, subtly unhuman beauty of Lanae’s elfin face, the eager, urgent agony of anxiety in her great purple eyes, Kirk could not believe that any dark purpose was hers. And what had she cried in his dream—that unless she possessed a human body soon, Am would win? Who—what—was Arn?


  “There’s something horrible in that city,” Kay Marlin was saying fearfully, gazing westward with terror-fascinated eyes into the pale moonlight. “Something that called the captain—”


  “Can’t we start the Diesels and try to get away from this devil’s land now?” Halsen appealed hoarsely to Kirk. “Before we’re all seized by warlocks like the captain?”


  Kirk felt an almost irresistible desire to accede, to flee this haunted, mysterious land from the deep as a place accursed. But he forced himself to withstand the impulse.


  “We can’t do that,” he rasped. “We can’t desert one of our party—-can’t leave Whieldon here to die.”


  “I tell you, he’s not a man like us any more!” Halsen cried. “He’s a devil!”


  “Stow that talk!” Kirk snapped. “Whieldon was still out of his head from the shock today. He wandered off without knowing what he was doing—and we’ve got to go after him.”


  A murmur of dread went around the group of seamen. Kirk’s hard face tightened.


  “You’re letting your superstitions run away with you,” he rapped. “Our duty’s plain. I’m going after Whieldon. Who’ll go with me?”


  Not one of the seamen answered. Their fear, as they peered through the moonlight over the oozy plain, was manifest.


  “I’ll go along, Wilson,” Tony Wade said after a moment.


  “Thanks, Mr. Wade,” Kirk replied. “But I think you’d better stay aboard, with that pistol, just to make sure that these superstitious blockheads don’t start the motors and sail off without me, while I’m gone.”


  The seamen dropped their heads sullenly at the lash of contempt in his voice. But none offered to accompany him as he stepped toward the rail.


  Then Halsen seemed to come to a resolution.


  The big Norwegian’s massive face worked in the moonlight, and he stepped to Kirk’s side.


  “I’ll go with you, sir,” he said huskily. “I think it’s suicide—or worse—but nobody can ever say I shirked my duty to my officers.”


  “Good man, Sven!” Kirk said, his tight face lighting in approval. He turned to the others, watching silently in the moonlight. “We’ll be back in an hour with Whieldon, if all goes well. Whatever you do, don’t follow us.”


  “I’m darned sure won’t follow you!” declared Berty Merton emphatically. “I’m going back to sleep.”


  “You’d better try to sleep too, Kay—Miss Marlin,” Kirk told the pale, staring girl. “Everything’s going to be all right, and we’ll be out of here in the morning.”


  A rope was hanging from the rail at the bow of tire yacht. Obviously, Whieldon had descended by it. Kirk used it now to slide down to the surface of the slimy shore against which the yacht was aground.


  His legs sank into oozy, sucking muck to his knees. As Halsen followed him, he wallowed forward, following the deep tracks left in the ooze by Captain Whieldon. The trail led straight toward the west. As Kirk followed it, he found that Whieldon had gone with uncanny sureness along a path that avoided the deeper pockets of ooze. The muck was only up to their shoe-tops in most places as he and Halsen trudged silently ahead.


  The scene about them was weird in the moonlight: the rolling, undulating plain of ooze, gray-green in the pale light, extending far away; the thin veils of vapor that still steamed solemnly upward around them; and the stench of the drying muck, malodorous in their nostrils, a rank, heavy exhalation.


  Kirk glimpsed the bodies of larger sea-creatures, dead and drying where they had been trapped by the rising of the land. A giant squid, its ghostly white tentacles coiled around a slimy hillock; a long, black, white-bellied bulk lying in an ooze gully, which might have been a whale.


  The lights of the yacht were no longer visible behind them. And soon, standing out vague and distorted in the white moonlight, they perceived the towers of the city close ahead.


  A taut silence held Kirk and the big Norwegian as they followed Whieldon’s trail into the city. Death and decay seemed a tangible, brooding presence in this grotesque metropolis that had risen from the sea.


  The cupola-crowned towers that looked solemnly down upon them were from forty to sixty feet in height. They seemed to have been built of huge stone blocks, but their dripping sides were still covered by green slime and trailing festoons of dank weeds. There were doors, ooze-choked entrances, in the sides of these gaunt structures, but the two men could see nothing in the dark interiors. They passed on, and Kirk became aware that they were following what had once been a long, wide avenue through the metropolis of towers.


  “This place—it doesn’t look as though it was ever built by men,” whispered Halsen thickly.


  “It is mighty queer architecture,” Kirk muttered. “But it must be old—thousands of years old.”


  At the end of the avenue, a huge, slime-smeared stone dome rose squatly amid the grotesque towers. At its side, apparently attacking the dome’s stone wall with a heavy steel bar, a man was visible in the moonlight.


  “Whieldon!” Kirk exclaimed, with a little relief. “Come on, Sven.”


  “Look,” whispered Halsen hoarsely, his massive face blanching in the pale light. “He’s trying to get inside that dome.”


  Kirk saw, as he advanced, that the Norwegian was right. Whieldon was chipping away the stone wall around a circular metal door in the side of the domed structure.


  “Whieldon, what are you doing?” Kirk cried as he and Halsen approached.


  Whieldon whirled around. Intent on his work, he had not heard Kirk and his companion advancing.


  He did not answer Kirk’s question. But as he met their gaze in the moonlight, Kirk felt an icy horripilation of utter, gruesome dread run up his spine to his brain. Whieldon’s face was now completely unhuman. That stiff, demonic mask out of which two distended black eyes swirling with malign shadows glared at them—no human face since the world began had ever looked like that!


  In those glaring, alien orbs, Kirk Wilson read superhuman power whose hypnotic force made his mind stagger, and contempt and hatred that withered his courage like a killing frost.


  “I told you he wasn’t human!” yelled Halsen hoarsely. “Look—look at the devil in his eyes—”


  “Look out!” screamed Kirk in warning.


  Whieldon—or the thing that had been Whieldon—had suddenly produced a gleaming pistol, a second pistol, that he had retained when he had given the other to Tony Wade. He fired as Kirk yelled warning—and Halsen tumbled forward, dead.


  With a choking cry, Kirk plunged side-wise as Whieldon shot again. The bullet sang past his head. And he glimpsed the captain’s demonic face, unhumanly distended eyes glaring as he sighted the pistol in deliberate aim for his next shot.


  Kirk stumbled away in frantic, zigzag flight. Two bullets smacked into the muck beside him. And then he was around the curve of the dome, shielded for the moment from Whieldon’s fire, his feet plunging madly through the sucking ooze.


  In a few moments, Kirk’s mind cleared a little of the horror that had seized him. He slowed to a trot, gasping for breath. He was, he found, a quarter-mile now from the dome, stumbling between the brooding, solemn towers in the bright moonlight. Only when he reached the edge of the dead city, with the open ooze-plain before him, did Kirk halt, panting.


  “My God!” he husked hoarsely, breathing in great, shuddering gasps. His soul was shaking from impact of black horror.


  For he knew now that it was no mere madness that possessed Whieldon, but some black and unhuman entity that was using the captain’s body as a tool.


  Those terrific, glaring eyes, hell-pools of swirling, alien shadows—they had been devil’s eyes, eyes of some being utterly alien to humanity. The dead Norwegian had been right—Whieldon was possessed by a demon!


  Kirk looked wildly around him at the brooding towers of the oozy city, looming in the moonlight.


  “A city of demons!” he whispered thickly to himself. “A city of demons from the sea!”


  Kirk could no longer doubt the truth. Someone—something—had come up from the sea with this long-dead city of ancient Mu, something that had gripped Whieldon from afar and had through him brought the yacht to this risen land.


  “The yacht!” Kirk muttered hoarsely, stumbling forward again. “Get away from here—”


  That was the only thought in his horror-shaken mind as he ran unsteadily eastward, to get to the Estrella, to leave this hell-city from the deeps before they all succumbed to dark, malign attack.


  Kirk suddenly stopped. A small figure was approaching him from ahead, coming rapidly across the moonlit plain. He waited, fists clenched, eyes wild. Then he gasped with relief as he recognized the newcomer.


  It was Kay Marlin. The girl had dressed in breeches and high boots, and was running swiftly straight toward him, her face white and set in the moonlight.


  “Kay!” he cried hoarsely as she approached. “What are you doing here? You’ve got to go back with me—we’ve got to get the yacht away from here, at once!”


  “No, Kirk Wilson!” she answered quickly as she reached him. “We must not leave here yet.”


  Her voice was strangely changed. It was no longer with her own accents that she spoke, but with a silver, clear voice as urgent as the peal of a challenging bugle.


  Kirk stared at her face. It was Kay’s face, but like her voice, it was—changed. Her nostrils were flaring, her features set with superhuman purpose, her whole small body rigid, determined. And her eyes were not Kay’s warm, friendly brown eyes. They were dark, wide, purplish eyes astir with electric forces, eyes that met his and communicated to him the tangible shock of an imperious, blazing personality.


  “Kay,” he whispered incoherently, his heart growing icy cold. “You’ve changed—you’re possessed too—”


  He was shrinking from her now, shrinking with reawakened horror, with raw panic.


  “No, Kirk Wilson!” she cried in that silver-stabbing voice, grasping his arm. “I who possess this girl’s body am nothing evil to fear. I am Lanae!”


  “Lanae?” he repeated wildly.


  Then remembrance came to him, remembrance of that strange apparition in his dream, of the unhumanly beautiful girl who had endeavored to seize control of his body, and who had called herself Lanae of the Firstborn.


  Fie remembered now that dream-image of her—the silky sea-green hair, the pale green, elfinly beautiful face, the enormous, dark purple eyes. It was Lanae’s eyes that were looking at him out of Kay Marlin’s face now! Eyes wide and throbbing, filed with a pulsing power, frantic with anxiety.


  There was something ghastly about the thing, that Kirk shrank back with an incoherent cry. But Kay—or Lanae—held to his arm.


  “You must not fear, Kirk Wilson!” she cried. “I mean no harm to you, nor to this girl whose body I seized as she slept. I had to have a body to use, if I am to defeat the evil purposes of Arn.”


  “Am?” he stammered hoarsely, remembering how she had spoken that name in his dream. “Who is Arn? And who are you?”


  “I am Lanae of the Firstborn.” It was Kay’s lips speaking, but the tragic undertone of haunting memory in that silver voice was not Kay’s. “My body lies sleeping in that great dome at the center of this city—sleeping beside the body of Arn. For he and I are the last of the Firstborn.”


  “But who were the Firstborn?” Kirk asked hoarsely. “You are not human—”


  “Not human, no,” Lanae answered swiftly. “Arn and I are the last members of a race that dwelt in the dawn-ages of Earth, before ever man appeared. That race, the Firstborn, attained to power and knowledge far surpassing any that man has won. For ages unthinkable to you, the Firstborn were lords of this Earth.


  “Then evolved and appeared the races of man. They increased rapidly in numbers. They painfully won some measure of knowledge and civilization, and they established on this land the country of Mu, By that time, nearly all of my own people, the ancient Firstborn, had wearied of life” and passed willingly to death. Only Arn and I remained of our race.


  “Arn and I, because of our vast powers and illimitable wisdom, were looked upon as gods by the people of Mu. That great dome was our temple, in which we dwelt. And from it, Arn ruled the land of Mu with a rod of iron, for he thought these humans no more than groveling animals to serve his purposes. Yes, and Arn still thinks that, Kirk Wilson, and seeks to fasten his merciless tyranny again upon the race of man!”


  Kirk gasped at the startling assertion, but Lanae continued quickly before he could speak.


  “But I, Lanae, liked and pitied the struggling races of humanity. I taught the people of Mu many things, so that their scientific power and knowledge became very great—far greater, indeed, than any human race possesses today. And I tried to persuade Am to moderate the harsh severity of his rule, but he mocked and derided me because of my sympathy for our human subjects.


  “Finally Arn’s rule of the Murians became so tyrannically merciless that they would endure it no longer. They rose against us—yes, all the people of Mu came and attacked us, seeking to destroy Arn.


  “I pleaded with Arn, ‘Soften the harshness of your rule, and let us be the teachers and not the tyrants of this new race of men, and live with them in friendship.’ ”


  But Arn answered my plea with a cold, disdainful smile.


  “ ‘You were always soft-hearted toward these half-apes, Lanae,’ he told me. ‘They are fit only to serve us, and I shall never allow them to cast off my yoke.’


  “ ‘What, then, will you do?’ I demanded. ‘They will never cease rebelling against you, now.’


  “Arn smiled icily. ‘These Murians have gleaned too much power from your teaching, Lanae,’ he declared. ‘I am going to shatter their civilization once and for all, so that men hereafter will not have power enough to rebel against me.’


  “Then he unfolded his dreadful plan. Fie meant to loose vast geologic forces beneath the land of Mu, that would cause the whole continent to sink into the sea, and thus destroy the civilization of the rebellious Murians for ever.


  “ ‘And then we too shall perish, if you carry out that ghastly plan!’ I cried. ‘Or is it your idea that we should leave this, the ancient homeland of the Firstborn, and take up life in the other, savage lands?’


  “ ‘We will not leave this land, and neither shall we die,’ Arn answered me. ‘We two shall lie down here to sleep in our temple, as the land sinks, and we shall sleep away a few thousand years in suspended animation, beneath the sea. At the end of ten millenniums, I have calculated, the land will rise again, and then we shall rule tire new human races, who will not have the powers and science to resist us which, thanks to your folly, these Murians possess.’


  “ ‘Your plan is black and sinful!’ I cried. ‘We of the Firstborn have lived out our day, and the Earth belongs of right to these new human races. It were better that we two passed to death, than to slay all this people. I will not allow you to do it, Arn!’


  “ ‘You cannot prevent me, Lanae,’ Arn answered coldly. ‘I still possess powers greater than yours.’


  “And with those powers, Arn held me a helpless prisoner in the temple, while he made preparations for his dark scheme.


  “Then, on a day that is terrible in my memory, Arn loosed the forces he had prepared. And the land of Mu began to shake and quiver, and slip downward into the sea. And as that subsidence began, Arn closed the door of the temple, and forced me to lie down in one of the two sepulchers he had prepared.


  The land was shaking and sinking, as he closed the lid of my sepulcher. And then the gas inside it that suspends all vital processes overcame me, and my body slept. And for ten thousand years since then, my body has slept like Arn’s, in the city beneath the sea. But my mind was free in that time—free to roam the wide universe.


  “At last, after that vast space of time that to me seemed but brief, this land rose again as Arn had foreseen. But our bodies did not wake, for they could not wake until our sepulchers were opened, and that could only be done by someone from outside.


  “Arn cast his mind forth and grasped the captain of your craft, and forced him to come hither, and to come alone to this city, so that he might force open the temple and the sepulcher and revive Arn’s body. And if he does that, Am himself, in his own body, will come forth from that sepulcher, living and powerful, ready to impose his relentless tyranny upon your races, who have not the power to rebel that the Murians had.


  “Yes, if Arn’s sepulcher is opened tonight, nothing can save your world from that awful tyranny. And to prevent that black evil from happening, I, Lanae, in desperation tried to seize your body tonight as you slept. For only a sleeping man or woman, whose mind temporarily relaxes its rule, can be seized mentally by Arn or myself.


  “You, Kirk Wilson, resisted and escaped my mental attack. So, but now, I seized the body of this girl as she slept. For I—we—must prevent your possessed captain from opening the sepulcher of Arn, or your world is lost!”


  Kirk felt as though he were caught in a hideous nightmare, as he heard that dreadful warning from the girl’s lips. Lanae of the Firstborn, daughter of a race preceding man, speaking to him through the lips of Kay Marlin, warning him of ghastly peril!


  She caught his arm. “We must be quick!” she cried. “Even now, the man Whieldon whom Arn possesses may have opened the temple.”


  In Kirk’s mind rose a wild desire to flee this hideous place and peril, to get to the yacht, to escape from this haunted land. But he fought it down.


  “All right,” he said hoarsely. “I’ll help you, Kay—Lanae—”


  Without further words, she grasped his arm, and started back through the slime-smeared city.


  When they came into sight of the great dome, squat and brooding in the moonlight, she clutched his arm with fierce quickness.


  “See—he opens the temple now!” she hissed.


  Kirk stiffened. For ahead, he could perceive Whieldon, working like a madman, clearing away broken stone from around the circular metal door in the temple’s side.


  “In a moment he will have opened it!” whispered Lanae’s urgent voice from Kay’s lips. “He must be stopped—now!”


  They moved stealthily forward. And as they did so, they saw Whieldon tugging at something beside the door. The door swung solemnly aside, with a grating rasp.


  There was a shout of triumph from Whieldon—or from the creature who possessed Whieldon’s body.


  “Now—seize him!” came Kirk’s companion’s frantic whisper.


  But at that moment, as though warned by more than human senses, Whieldon whirled around, snatching out his pistol.


  The stiff, set face and devil-haunted eyes of the possessed captain widened in amazement as he looked into the frantic, purplish eyes of Kay Marlin.


  “Lanae!” shouted Whieldon. And then hell-flames seemed to leap in his eyes. “So you seized a body also—you thought to thwart me even now?”


  “I did, Arn—and I will thwart your evil plans.” Kay’s silver, unhuman voice flamed. “You shall not go forth to fasten your black rule again upon the races of men.”


  “Ho-ho!” laughed Arn in Whieldon’s voice. “You are too late, Lanae! For I need only to slay this body you possess, and this human fool whom you have allied yourself with, and then your mind must return to your own sleeping body, inside your sepulcher.”


  The gun in his hand swept up, leveled at Kay’s figure. And in that moment, Kirk dived wildly forward.


  Arn, in his scorn for everything human, had underestimated Kirk’s potentialities. He swung his gun toward the charging first mate—but too late. The bullet that spat from it tore over Kirk’s head, and in the next moment, Kirk had struck Whieldon’s body and knocked him sprawling into the ooze. Whieldon struggled like a wildcat, driven by the unhuman creature who controlled him. It was not Whieldon he was fighting, Kirk knew, but Am of the Firstborn!


  But Kirk was stronger, younger, than the captain. He smashed in one wild blow after another, until one connected with Whieldon’s chin. The captain’s struggles ceased, his head lolled back senseless.


  Kay came running up to where Kirk crouched panting on his unconscious antagonist.


  “Bind him, quickly!” she ordered in Lanae’s silver voice.’


  Clumsily, Kirk bound Whieldon’s hands behind him with his own belt. He had hardly done so, when Whieldon opened his eyes. The black devil-flames in them were appalling as he stared ragingly up at Kay.


  “So you think you have beaten me, Lanae!” he hissed. “You fool, you shall soon see!”


  And then, before Kirk’s eyes, a change came over Whieldon’s face, an abrupt metamorphosis.


  The captain’s face lost that stiff, unhuman expression, his raging eyes lost their alien, dreadful expression. He was, suddenly, just the genial mariner Kirk had always known, lying and staring up at them, bewildered.


  “What—what’s happened?” he asked incoherently, staring wildly around the oozy, moonlit city.


  “Where am I?”


  “Whieldon, don’t you remember anything?” Kirk said.


  The captain shook his head dazedly. “All I remember is that big wave that hit the yacht. It knocked me cold, and I’ve had a nightmare—something about someone else inside my body—”


  Kay’s set face twisted in sharp alarm, her unhuman, purplish eyes widened.


  “Arn has left this man’s body!” she cried. “He knows we have this body a helpless prisoner now, and so he will try to seize another body! If anyone on your craft is sleeping, Am can seize him——”


  “What shall we do?” Kirk cried wildly.


  “We must awake my own body, inside the temple!” she cried. “Once my own body is awake, in it I can destroy Arn’s own body before he can grip another human, and his life will then be ended for ever.”


  “Why am I tied up like this?” Whieldon was asking dazedly.


  Kirk bent to untie him, but Kay’s small hands pulled him fiercely back.


  “No!” she cried. “If you release him, Arn might be able to seize control of him again, even now that he is awake. Leave him here!”


  She dragged Kirk to his feet, and through the now open door of the great dome-temple.


  It was absolutely lightless inside the structure. But as Kirk stood, unable to see anything, he heard Kay fumbling at the wall near by. There was a soft clicking sound, and strange, sourceless white light sprang into being inside the dome, illuminating its whole interior.


  Kirk stared. The whole interior of the dome was a single vast chamber. In it was no ooze or slime, no trace of the waters that had for so long covered the city outside. The floor and curving walls were of smooth, pale stone, and around the edges of the room were stone chests of great size.


  At the center of the enormous chamber was a low stone dais, and on it lay two big objects that flashed and glittered in the light—two oblong caskets of a glass-like, transparent substance.


  Kay’s hand drew him swiftly toward these. And as they stepped upon the dais, as Kirk looked down into the transparent sepulchers, he uttered a strangled cry.


  “It is me you see—my body, and in that other sepulcher lies Arn!” Kay exclaimed, in Lanae’s voice.


  In one of the sepulchers, indeed, lay the body of—Lanae! She was as Kirk had seen her in his dream, her slim and sinuously unhuman body wrapped in a silken robe of white, her pale green, elfin face composed and still in sleep, sea-green hair flowing back from her broad, low forehead.


  Lanae of the Firstborn, sleeping as she had slept since the day Mu had sunk beneath the waves ten thousand years ago! But only Lanae’s sleeping body, Kirk knew •—her mind possessed and activated the girl who stood beside him.


  In the other transparent sepulcher lay Arn. And Kirk shuddered as he looked at last upon the true face of the tyrant of ancient Mu, who had for so many hours possessed Whieldon’s body.


  The pale green face of Arn was dreadful; not hideous in outline, for its features were long, regular, almost handsome, but the thinness of those lips, the high, arched nose, the harsh outlines of chin and cheeks, the stamp of remorseless and merciless power on that long, thin face, were appalling. Arn, too, slept wrapped in a long white robe.


  Kay’s small figure had leaped to the coffin of Lanae, toward the head of it, where little metal studs jutted from the transparent material.


  “Now shall I awake my own body,” she declared. “And once in it, I shall destroy Arn’s body before he can wreak more evil upon Earth.”


  She touched one of the metal studs, and a strange, rosy light began to glow inside the casket of the sleeping Lanae.


  She touched another stud. With a thin hiss, air began to filter into the casket.


  “In a moment,” she cried, “my own body will awake! I shall leave this girl’s body now, and return to my own. Wait, and touch nothing.”


  “I’ll wait,” Kirk said shakenly.


  And then, swiftly, he saw a change come over Kay—a change as strange and unnerving, as that which had metamorphosed Whieldon.


  Kay’s set white face softened, relaxed in outline. Her enormous purplish eyes contracted, changed color and expression. And abruptly, her face was the familiar, normal face of Kay herself.


  Dazed, utterly uncomprehending, she stared from Kirk Wilson around the vast, white-lit dome.


  “Kirk!” she screamed. “What’s happened to me? How did I get to this place?”


  “Quiet, Kay,” he answered tensely, his arm around her quivering shoulders.


  He was looking into the sepulcher of Lanae. And Kay’s shuddering figure stiffened as she too perceived the incredibly beautiful and alien green girl sleeping in that casket. But Lanae’s sinuous body was stirring, inside the sepulcher. Her arms moved in rippling little gestures, and then her eyes opened. Those great, purple orbs looked up immediately toward Kirk.


  “Kirk!” screamed Kay horrifiedly, clinging wildly to him.


  “It’s all right, Kay,” he told her tensely. And swiftly, in few words, he related what had happened. “Lanae is in her own body now, and she is going to destroy Arn before his mind can seize another human tool.”


  Lanae, in the casket, had stretched out her hand toward a stud on the inside of the transparent substance. As she turned it, the whole top of the casket suddenly vanished in a flash of light.


  And Lanae rose swiftly out of the sepulcher, her white-robed body moving toward them with swift and sinuous grace.


  Kay shrank from her terrified, and shuddering violently.


  “Fear not, girl!” Lanae’s own silver voice reassured her. And to Kirk she added quickly, “Now must I be swift. Follow me.”


  She led the way, with that quick, undulating graceful movement, toward the edge of the vast domed room, where the huge stone chests were ranged. Kirk followed numbly, his arm around the frightened Kay.


  Lanae was raising the massive lid of one of the chests, as though it had no weight whatever. Inside the chest, Kirk Wilson saw a bewildering mass of grotesquely unfamiliar instruments and mechanisms.


  “This is what I need!” pealed Lanae’s triumphant accents, as she drew an object out of the chest.


  It was a silver tripod a yard high, upon which was mounted a slender silver tube like a surveyor’s transit. Quickly, her elfin face tense, Lanae turned the tube so that it pointed straight toward the dais where rested the sepulcher of Am.


  As her green, nailless fingers deftly adjusted control-screws upon the slender tube, she called a warning to the man and girl watching her.


  “Now stand well off behind me,” she warned, “for the forces I am about to loose are terrible ones. Yes, only in my own body, that can withstand the aura of such forces, would I dare use this instrument. If you humans are too near when I operate it, you will be withered and slain.”


  Kirk, dazedly obedient, drew Kay with him, away from Lanae, toward the rear of the vast chamber.


  “A moment more,” whispered Lanae tautly as she rapidly adjusted the control-screws, “a moment more, and Arn and his evil lust for power will be gone for ever—”


  “Too late, traitress to the Firstborn!” veiled a hoarse, terrible voice from the entrance of the temple.


  Kirk’s gaze flashed toward the open door. In it stood—Berty Merton, the pudgy, kewpie-faced Richman’s son whom he had left on the yacht. But it was not Merton’s face that glared in unhuman, diabolical triumph at Lanae, as she stood frozen at her instrument. It was not Merton’s eyes that flamed with demonic passion. That raging, alien face, those hell-haunted, flaming eyes . . .


  “Arn!” cried Lanae, her elfin face wild and desperate.


  “Yes, it is Arn, traitress!” thundered Merton, advancing. “You thought to slay me, destroy me, before I could find another body. But you are too late, for already I have seized the body of this sleeping human, and have rushed here in it to destroy you!”


  Kirk’s blood roared in his ears. He understood the incredible catastrophe to Lanae’s plans.


  Arn, releasing control of Whieldon’s body when the captain was overpowered, had seized control of the sleeping Merton on the yacht, and had caused Merton’s body to rush here to thwart Lanae’s scheme.


  Kirk plunged madly forward. If he could overpower Merton, as he had Whieldon . . .


  Merton’s chubby hand flashed up, and only then did Kirk see the knife the pudgy youth held. It flashed through the air like a beam of light, and Kirk felt a shock of blinding pain as the blade tore deep into him below his shoulder.


  Kirk staggered, fell to his knees. Kay was screaming, bending over him. But Kirk raised his head, tried to gain his feet, and could not.


  Merton and Lanae were facing each other. And the flaming eyes of Am, in Merton’s demonic face, were clashing with Lanae’s purple eyes, holding her frozen with her hand rigid upon the silver tube of her deadly instrument.


  Neither of the two moved a muscle. It was the deadliest of combats, silent, immaterial, a conflict to the death between two superhumanly powerful minds.


  Kirk saw Lanae’s blazing purple eyes wavering under the terrific mental attack of Am—wavering, weakening, her hand dropping from the silver tripod.


  Infernal triumph flamed up in Merton’s distended eyes—triumph of Arn as he beat down Lanae’s resistance.


  Suddenly a hoarse cry stabbed from the door of the vast chamber. Tony Wade stood there, hatless, bleeding from a knife-slash on the cheek, his pistol raised toward Merton.


  Merton’s pudgy figure whirled sharply around at that cry from behind him. And as he turned, as Arn’s terrific gaze was withdrawn from her for an instant, Lanae’s hand darted instantly toward the silver tripod and tube.


  A terrific bolt of blue lightning burst from the tube and hit Merton’s chubby figure squarely, at the very moment that he was turning back, and his whole body disappeared in a flash of azure flame.


  Kirk saw Lanae swiftly swing the silver tripod-tube toward the transparent casket in which the body of Arn himself lay sleeping. And another blue bolt leaped forth, and the sepulcher and body of Arn flamed and vanished.


  “It is done,” said Lanae in a strangely hushed silver voice. “Tire body of Arn and the mind of Am are destroyed—for ever.”


  “My God!” choked Tony Wade, staring wildly. “What has happened here? I followed Berty here—he’d suddenly waked up on the yacht and had gone crazy—had seized a knife and slashed me when I tried to keep him from coming to this city. But what—”


  “A danger to humanity is gone,” husked Kirk, swaying on his feet against Kay’s trembling figure. “A hideous and awful danger.”


  Lanae spoke. She still stood beside the silver tripod, and her elfin, alien face was strangely set, her purple eyes deep with unguessable emotion.


  “I have destroyed the last of the Firstborn except myself,” she whispered. “Yes, the last of the great race. It was well to do it, for Arn’s purposes were evil. But now I am the final, solitary survivor of a vanished people.”


  She swung toward Kirk and Kay Marlin.


  “Go, humans,” she whispered to them. “Go from this city—swiftly. An end comes tonight to many things.”


  “But Lanae—” Kirk said hoarsely.


  Her raised arm, pointing toward the door, silenced him.


  “You have helped me loyally, man of the new race,” she whispered to him. “If you would live—leave now.”


  Kay was urging him toward the door, supporting his reeling figure against herself.


  As they reached the door, Kirk looked back. The white-robed figure of Lanae was still standing by the silver tripod. She was not looking after them, but was gazing at the dais that had borne the two sepulchers.


  They stumbled out into the moonlight. Tony Wade hastily unbound the bewildered Whieldon, who still lay outside. And then all four of them hurried forward through the city of brooding towers, Kirk staggering between the two men.


  They reached the end of the grotesque, slimed city, and stumbled on across the oozy plain. The moon was declining toward the west, now. In a few minutes they sighted the lights of the yacht.


  And then a terrific light flared behind them, and a great burst of wind smote them. They turned. And Kirk cried out as he saw the whole city behind them wrapped in a blinding sheet of blue flame, like a sea of lightning.


  The eye-aching blue flare throbbed for a moment, then vanished. And with it, they saw when their dazzled eyes regained vision, had vanished the whole city from the sea, the towers and temple of dead Mu. There was only a great depression in the oozy plain, where the city had been.


  “Lanae!” cried Kay. “She used that instrument to destroy the whole city—and herself—”


  “Yes,” whispered Kirk. “She was the last of her race, and she didn’t want to live on in this new world. And she took with her into death the city where she and Arn ruled, ten thousand years ago.”


  The lights of the Estrella were bright, yellow, warm and friendly beacons ahead of them, as they stumbled on. And in the east, the sky was paling with dawn.


  An hour later, its Diesels throbbing, the yacht had been reversed off of the muck shore. Tensely, Whieldon steered it out through the rocks and shoals outside the cove, Kirk sitting, his shoulder bandaged, calling bearings to him as he remembered them from the inward passage.


  Then, after taut foments, they were clear of the shoals, heading northward across the open sea whose rippling surface stretched blue and peaceful to the horizon. The low, gray-green, oozy coast receded rapidly behind them.


  “The whole world will be coming down here to look at this new land from the sea,” Tony Wade declared. “But they’ll never, any of them, believe when we tell what happened here.”


  “We won’t ever tell them—it would be useless,” Kirk Wilson answered. “We can only say that we ran aground here, and that Halsen and Merton lost their lives in an accident ashore. We’ll have to forget all the rest.”


  Kay, sitting close beside Kirk, turned her wide eyes from the receding coast, and with a shiver, pressed her dark head against his unhurt shoulder.


  And the yacht throbbed on toward the north, over a tranquil sea turned golden by the light of the rising sun.


  WORLD WITHOUT SEX


  Marvel Tales, May 1940


  THE COURTROOM LOOKED as cold and hard as the inside of a machine. Its silvery ferrochromium walls and ceiling reflected chillily the daylight from a big triple window. That window framed a vista of the city outside, of colossal cubical buildings and swarming fliers. And underneath that window at a square ferrochromium desk the four female judges sat and looked down on the last twelve men on earth.


  The twelve men were clad like all the others in the room in the hygienic white shirts and shorts everyone had worn for centuries. They stood in a silent, dejected little group except for one of the younger men. He stood a little in front of his fellows, a sturdy young figure whose feet were planted wide apart, whose hands were clenched, and whose dark head was thrown back as with bitter hate and defiance in his strong face and black eyes he stared back up at the judges.


  On either side of the twelve prisoners was drawn up a column of female guards armed with stubby atom-pistols.


  The chief judge lifted her austere, perfect face from the papers before her and addressed the men.


  “You have been found guilty of rebelling against the orders of the Ruling Council,” she stated.


  “Have you anything to say before sentence is pronounced on you?”


  Rann Haddan, the defiant young man in front, took a step forward, looking up at her with burning eyes.


  “I have something to say, yes,” he said in a taut, controlled voice. “Something I’ve long wanted to say to all you females.”


  “What is there to say, Rann?” asked Berk Ennel, the blond young man behind him, hopelessly. “Let them get it over with.”


  “Yes, let them end it,” murmured white-haired old Kim Ivan wearily. “I grow tired standing.”


  Rann Haddan did not heed them but looked up at the judges with the bitterness of his dark, strong face deepened.


  “What I have to say is this: By what right do you females doom the last of us to death?”


  “We rebelled against your Ruling Council, it is true. But why should we not when your Council was set on ending our sex?”


  The chief judge answered coldly, “Your accusation is entirely baseless. The Council’s decisions have in no case been motivated by sex-animosity.”


  A bitter smile crossed Rann Haddan’s face. “You females say that now that you have deliberately brought our sex to its end.”


  “Why, it was we males who long ago gave you the power to do this! It was male scientists who four thousand years ago discovered how to isolate the female germ-cell or ovum in the laboratory and fertilize it artificially there without need of the male principle.


  “It was male scientists who developed the process so that the resulting infant’s sex could be controlled at will, and who so perfected it that within a thousand years all the children in the world were being, born in birth-laboratories, and natural birth had ceased.


  “When gradually, in result, the sexual instinct became atrophied and sexual association between men and women died out, even then we males were willing to share the world amicably with your sex. But you desired dominance, you schemed and planned so that the laboratories produced more and more females and fewer and fewer males.


  “And when we saw that production of males had stopped entirely, that only a few thousand males were left, and demanded of the Council that it order more males produced, it refused. We were justified in rebelling then, in trying to seize some of the birth-laboratories! Yet for that, for trying to prevent the extinction of our sex, your guards killed all of us except we who stand here!”


  The chief judge’s chill face was completely unmoved as Rann Haddan’s passionate voice stopped.


  She said metallically, “All of this is beside the point. You are not here as males but as citizens of the World State.


  “You have rebelled against its Ruling Council, and that crime carries with it the penalty of death.”


  She paused, and even the cold, silent courtroom seemed to become a little more silent before she spoke again.


  “It is our sentence that you be executed by a firing squad at the end of the usual twenty-four hour interval. Guards, return them to their cells.” Rann Haddan, his face flushed dark red and his hands working, moved toward the judges’ desk. Quickly an atom-pistol prodded his back and a guard’s voice snapped an order. He slowly stepped back and joined the others, but his deadly black eyes did not leave those of the chief judge as they were marched out of the courtroom.


  A few minutes later, down in the artificially-lit world of cement and metal beneath the big building, he and the others were thrust back into the two cells from which they had been taken. The girl-guards watched, their hard young bodies alert and their hard eyes vigilant, until the heavy ferrochromium doors were locked on them.


  Rann Haddan walked over to the high, barred window of the cell and looked up at its square of sunset sky, his inflexible face set like dark metal. The other five men in the cell seated themselves on the bunks silently, old Kim Ivan uttering a weary sigh.


  The guards could be heard marching away out in the hall. Rann Haddan turned, looked from one of the silent men to another.


  “Twenty-four hours,” he said, softly and slowly. “Twenty-four hours and then we end, the male sex ends.”


  They remained silent. On every face as he shifted his gaze he saw weary hopelessness and despair.


  “But we’re not going to end!” he exclaimed tautly. “Those damned females are not going to put an end to our sex forever!”


  Old Kim Ivan stirred a little and spoke. “I know how you feel, Rann,” he said, his voice heavy but kind. “But there’s nothing we can do now.


  “We had but one chance and lost it when we were unable to seize any of the birth-laboratories. Now it’s all ended and over.”


  “It’s not over!” Rann Haddan insisted fiercely. “We’re not going to let our sex come to an end like this. We males who for a half-million years ruled the world, who pulled humanity up out of animalism and savagery, are not going to be wiped out now forever.”


  His dark face set hard and he spoke in hard, deliberate syllables. “We’re not going to face that firing-squad. We’re going to get out of here and survive—the male sex is going to survive.” They sat without answering in the semi-dusk of the darkening cell for some moments. Then blond Berk Ennel spoke slowly.


  “What good would it do us if we did escape the firing-squad? How could we twelve hope to seize a birth-laboratory?”


  “Yes,” said Don Noston, another of the men. “We could not do it when there were some thousand of us. How do it now?”


  Rann Haddan leaned toward them, his black eyes snapping with purpose.


  “We would not try to seize any birth-laboratory. We would escape to the hills beyond the uninhabited plain, and once established there we would produce new males ourselves.”


  They stared at him. “Impossible!” Kim Ivan said. “Why, only the scientists who are trained for years for the task are able to carry on the complex work of producing children.


  “How could we, without laboratories or equipment, without the necessary knowledge and formulae, ever hope to do it?”


  “We would not have to produce children as they do,” Rann Haddan answered. “We could do it in another way.”


  “Another way?”


  Rann’s mouth set. “Yes, the way they used four thousand years ago. We could take females with us by force, mate with them, and they would produce children in the old natural way.”


  The men stared at him in incredulity with which was mingled a horrified disgust.


  It was as though he had suddenly flung into their midst a suggestion of Something utterly indecent, utterly repulsive.


  Berk Ennel was first to voice their feelings. “Mate with females as they did in the old days ? Faugh!—it would be beastly!”


  “It would be a way to keep the male sex living, and the only way!” lashed Rann Haddan passionately.


  “Do you think that I like the idea? But it’s the one way open to us and if we want our sex to survive we’ve got to take it.”


  “Out there in the hills we can slowly build up a little hidden community, with more and more males. When our numbers and power are great enough, we can come back to the cities and force the laboratories to produce more males in the normal manner, can come back to see our sex again a power in the world!” They were silent, their reaction of disgusted distaste struggling with their recognition of the force of his words.


  Berk Ennel said, “But after all, we’re locked up here under death-sentence. How do you expect even to get out of here?”


  “I think we can do that,” Rann Haddan answered. “But some of us are going to die in trying it.”


  They looked unspeakingly at him for a little. Then Don Noston said, “We’re all to die in any case tomorrow. What is your plan?”


  Rann Haddan rapidly explained. He saw their faces change as they heard. But all agreed to join in it..


  They waited in silence until complete darkness had fallen and the buzz of swarming fliers in the sky had lessened. Then Rann Haddan gave a silent signal and he and Berk Ennel took their places just inside the ferrochromium door of the cell.


  They began to argue, gradually raising their voices. Berk Ennel accused Rann of leading them into the revolt that would now cost them their lives. They raised their voices to angry, semi-hysterical pitch and then fell to a struggling bodily, wrestling and striking. Berk Ennel began to utter gasping, choking sounds.


  A guard came running outside the door, listened, and then called aloud.


  “Luse! Norua!”


  They heard other female guards hastily arrive. “What is it, Ala?” asked the authoritative voice of one.


  “The prisoners kill each other! Quick, open the door and stand on guard!”


  The door clicked open and a half-dozen female guards appeared in it, their atom-pistols raised alertly.


  Two bent over the struggling Rann Haddan and Berk Ennel while the others kept the other four men covered with their pistols.


  The cell suddenly exploded with mad action. Rann Haddan seized the pistol-wrist of one of the girl-guards bending over him and that touched off a swift, wild struggle. Atom-pistols blasted white streaks of fire as the four other men leaped for the guards, and two males went down but the others reached the females and grappled with them.


  Rann Haddan got the stubby pistol from the girl’s hand and clouted her head with it. As she crumpled he scrambled up and fired at one of the guards who had got free and was aiming at him. Berk Ennel and the other males had knocked out all the other guards but one, who ran out into the hall yelling the alarm.


  Rann Haddan ran out after her and fired down the hall after her. As she fell, he leaped to the door of the next cell and blasted open the lock with his pistol.


  The six men in that cell came tumbling out, white-faced and tense. Rann Haddan ran back to the door of the other cell.


  “Come on, we’ve got to get up to the roof and seize a flier before the alarm spreads!” he cried.


  “We’ll take these four females—we’ve not time to try to capture more!” They grasped the four girl-guards, who were wholly or partially conscious, snatched up the atom-pistols, and started on a stumbling run along the hall toward the elevators.


  Two female guards emerged from an elevator suddenly as they reached them. Their pistols whizzed death and two males went down in scorched heaps before Rann Haddan and Berk Ennel fired and dropped them.


  They slung their captives hastily into the metal chamber of the elevator, were the next instant whizzing upward. Cries of alarm were sounded in the vast building, and an alarm bell began to ring sharply.


  When they burst out onto the roof and into sight of the vast blinking lights of the huge city, domed by the blinking stars, pursuit was clamorous in the building beneath them.


  Rann Haddan led the way to one of the big, torpedo-shaped fliers parked on the roof. They tumbled in and Berk Ennel slammed shut the door as Rann leaped to the controls. Under his frantic hands the controls clicked, white atomic fire shot back from the propulsion-tubes.


  The flier jerked sharply up into the night, throwing its occupants into a heap. It screamed low across the roofs of the city, its white fire-streams pluming behind it, Rann Haddan hunched tensely over its controls.


  Behind it was diminishing clamor and uproar. Rann heard Berk Ennel cry something about pursuit and glanced back to see gleaming dots that jetted tiny fire-threads curving up after them. He headed the flier straight west.


  A lithe, muscular young arm suddenly circled his neck from behind and squeezed fiercely. The flier dived sickeningly as he released the controls to claw at the choking arm.


  Berk Ennel leaped over and smote with his pistol-butt the girl-guard who had come to and tried to strangle Rann. She sank down.


  “Keep those damn females quiet, will you?” cried Rann as he grabbed the controls and sent the flier climbing steeply again.


  “What about the fliers behind?” he cried a moment later.


  “We’re almost out of sight of them!” Berk Ennel answered. “Give her all she’s got.”


  The propulsion-tubes blasted deafeningly as he opened the power to the last notch. They rocketed at tremendous speed from over the great city, out over the dark, uninhabited plain.


  As they cometed onward through the night, the great bed of blinking lights behind contracted quickly. It became a mere glow back in the darkness, and then that too disappeared. They had apparently shaken off all pursuit, but the craft continued to arrow on over the dark plain at unabated speed.


  Morning found them still flying over the green flat expanse that lapped the horizon in east, south, and north. In the west, ahead of them, dim and distant rocky brown hills rose to break the skyline.


  In the gray morning light they were a tired, weary-looking company. The eight men were nearly all a little scorched or bruised, and the four females were in the same condition. Old Kim Ivan was sleeping exhaustedly in a corner of the craft while his companions watched.


  The girl who had almost throttled Rann Haddan during their escape, and whose relentless young face and chill blue eyes still blazed with cold fury, watched him like a trapped young tigress.


  “You males will not live two minutes when our fliers find you, for this!” she told him.


  “Why did you bring us with you? Why did you not kill us as treacherously as you killed the others?”


  “Quiet, female, or I’ll quiet you,” said Rann Haddan dangerously, raising his pistol by the barrel.


  “Be quiet, Ala,” said one of the other girl-guards calmly. “They will not live long to hold us prisoners.”


  The girl Ala subsided, her eyes still blazing her defiance. Rann Haddan peered down with Berk Ennel at the terrain below.


  They were flying now over dense, unbroken forests that covered the shelving ground between the plain and the rocky hills. These forests extended clear to the edge of the brown rock cliffs.


  He changed their course and they flew along the edge of the cliffs, looking anxiously for some inviting opening, and at the same time keeping watch on the eastward sky for fliers.


  “There’s a crack in the cliff!” Berk Ennel suddenly exclaimed. “It’s gone now but I saw it.”


  “I saw it too,” Rann said. “We’ll land and see what it’s like.”


  They landed a few minutes later in a forest glade near the crack Berk Ennel had glimpsed. It was invisible from all but one position.


  Rann Haddan and his companion left the other men to guard their captives and went to investigate it. They soon came back.


  “It’s an ideal place for us,” Rann said rapidly. “A stream has worn that crack through the cliff and at one place has hollowed out a series of small interconnecting caverns.


  “We can live in them without much fear of discovery and we will have a water supply and be near the forest for hunting.”


  “What about the flier?” Don Noston asked.


  “We’ll hide it in the forest some distance from here,” Rann said. “It will be impossible to see it from above.” They found a hiding place for the craft beneath the dense foliage of great trees a half mile from the crack in the cliff. They left it there and started back toward the cleft, Rann leading and the other men urging the captives along with menacing pistols.


  The crack in the cliff was a mere narrow split in the solid rock, at the bottom of which a tiny stream trickled. Far overhead gleamed a thread of daylight. They splashed along, at times forced to go sidewise, until they emerged into a series of caverns the stream had hollowed where had been pockets of softer rock, dusky rock chambers.


  Rann Haddan stopped and waited until Berk Ennel and the others had come up. He extended his hand then to the connecting caves.


  “This will be our home,” he said. “We can hunt with our atom-pistols in the forest for food and we have water here.


  “It isn’t much like the cities, I know. But we can stand it when we consider what depends on it.”


  The other men looked around, their faces showing no enthusiasm as they gazed at the rough rock walls of the dusky caverns.


  One of the four captives, the girl Ala who had tried to strangle Rann Haddan, spoke to him through her teeth.


  “And what about us, male? How long are you going to wait before you kill us?”


  Rann Haddan looked at her coldly furious young face. He had to choke down the bitter hate that rose in him, before he replied.


  “We’re not going to kill you at all,” he told her. Then he added slowly, “We’re going to take you for our mates.”


  The girl Ala stared at him with sheer amazement drowning for the moment her fury, an amazement that wrinkled into an expression of disgust as at something loathsomely unclean.


  The same shrinking revoltedness was on the faces of the three other girl-guards, and it shadowed the faces of the men.


  “Yes, you heard all right!” flamed Rann Haddan in an anger that he felt partly at his own uncontrollable feeling of repulsion. “We’re going to mate with you and you’re going to bear children as they did in the old days, natural children, male children!”


  “Mate with you—as males and females did in the animalistic past?” breathed Ala. Then she choked, “Will you kill us here and now?”


  “Yes, kill us before—that!” cried another of the girls.


  “Rann, we can’t do it,” said Berk Ennel sickly. “It’s too atavistic, animal—”


  “We will do it!” Rann Haddan shouted. “No matter how beastly it is, it’s a way to save our sex from extinction and we’re going to take it.”


  “We’ll draw lots for these four females here and now. Four of us will take them as mates, one to each of us. It may be that later on we can capture more females for mates for the rest of us.”


  Silently they obeyed. Kim Ivan, who excluded himself from the drawing, prepared the lots for the other seven men.


  Rann Haddan drew from the seven sticks the one that represented Ala. Berk Ennel got that of Luse, the dark, calm woman who had been leader of the guards.


  Don Noston and Birt Tinnis, the other two men to draw mates, drew respectively the females Linni and Norua. Juss Hull and the other two men who had drawn no women breathed sighs of relief.


  When the drawing was finished Rann Haddan stood up and strode abruptly to the captives. They had stood under guard watching the drawing with unbelieving horror on their faces. His face stony-hard with resolve, Rann grasped the wrist of the girl Ala.


  “You have fallen as my mate,” he told her, his voice as hard as his eyes. “Come with me.”


  She struggled to free herself, fury and horror in her eyes, as he jerked her toward one of the neighboring caverns.


  Rann felt in himself a terrible shrinking as from something ancient and unclean. Yet he dragged her along, his set face unchanged.


  The other men and the horror-stricken girls watched as he disappeared with her into the connecting caverns . . .


  The next day Ala snatched Rann Haddan’s pistol out of his belt and almost succeeded in killing him with it. A little later Don Noston’s mate tried to brain him with a rock. The mad anger of the females was such that the men had to watch them every second.


  Rann Haddan tried to establish order. He commanded that one of the men should always stand guard in the entrance of the caverns, and that the men should leave their weapons with him on entering. Another man he posted on top of the cliff to give warning of the approach of female fliers. The rest of the men were to go into the forest each morning to hunt and gather fruits and berries.


  A dozen times in the next few days the sentry atop the cliff gave the alarm as fliers were sighted. Each time the men all retreated hastily into the caverns, from which they could hear the whining scream of the craft passing overhead. The fliers were in strong patrols, and their frequency indicated the intensity of the search.


  Rann Haddan sensed the utter precariousness of their position. But it only deepened his resolve to keep his little community alive. His sex was not going to die ! His determination made him ruthless with the women, and indeed he found it necessary to bind Ala and the others to prevent them giving the alarm when fliers approached.


  The searching fliers seemed to grow fewer as days went by. And the situation inside the caverns changed too. The first flaming fury of the four girls changed into a sullen, smoldering hatred that seemed only biding its time. They never spoke to their mates except when spoken to. Rann saw that Ala sat brooding, hour after hour.


  She and the others thrust aside the meats and fruits the men brought back from the forest, and it fell upon old Kim Ivan to do the cooking and to work the hides into skins. For a time the women had refused even to eat, but hunger had conquered them that much.


  “Rann, it’s useless,” said Berk Ennel, shaking his head. “Things can’t go on indefinitely this way, with us and the females.”


  “We’re going on with it,” answered Rann Haddan with unshakable determination. “We’ve got to.”


  Berk Ennel shook his head. “We’ve been here weeks and I think they hate Us worse than ever. Luse makes me cold the way she looks at me sometimes, and Ala hates you even worse.”


  That night as Rann Haddan slept beside Ala he dreamed a monstrous creature had slipped a tentacle around his throat and was choking him.


  He choked, gasped, awoke—to find the strangling thing around his throat still tightening. It was Ala who with a crude rope made of cloth strips was strangling him in the dark.


  Rann struggled, clawed at the strangling rope, but she clung to him like a fierce young tigress in the dark. He tried to shout but achieved only a choking whisper. He was rapidly growing unconscious.


  With blind last effort he drove his elbows back into her body. She cried out, and the pressure relaxed a little. He got his fingers under the cord, tore it loose, and then turned and grasped her furiously.


  “Go ahead and kill me!” she cried. “I’d rather that than to undergo this degradation any longer!”


  “I’m not going to kill you,” rasped Rann through his teeth. “But I’m going to give you a lesson.”


  She struck fiercely at him but he held her wrists with one steely hand, and then for five minutes he cuffed her hard in chastisement.


  When he finished, breathing hard, his throat still sore, he waited for Ala’s fierce maledictions.


  Instead Ala put her face down and sobbed, her whole body quivering.


  Rann Haddan was astounded. He had never seen her exhibit such weakness before and he was a little disconcerted.


  He lay down again and pretended to ignore her, but rapidly her quivering sobs got on his nerves.


  He raised himself on his elbow. “Stop it!” he ordered harshly.


  She continued to sob. “If you don’t stop—” he threatened, but she paid him no heed.


  He extended his hand angrily to grasp and shake her. In the dark his fingers touched her tear-wet face.


  He paused. He felt suddenly a prey to strange emotions, dim promptings of pity that came from he knew not where. Slowly, without knowing why he did it, he stroked her cheek comfortingly.


  Her sobs checked a little. Rann Haddan, astonished by his own actions, put his arm around her and drew her to him. She resisted a little, then buried her sobbing face against his shoulder. Holding her, he felt an unfamiliar new warmth at his heart.


  Ala was different after that, and soon the other women too were different. They accepted their new life gradually, talked and sometimes laughed around the stone fireplaces where now they did the cooking. Old Kim Ivan dozed contentedly in the sunshine now.


  The searching fliers came less and less often. Rann Haddan lost his first fears of their community being found, and visioned it growing into a larger and larger force of males who would some day yet be able to seize a city and establish the male sex again.


  Nights they sat around the fire in the biggest cavern, a strange yet not unhappy little company. Kim Ivan told tales of the dim past when all humanity had lived in this fashion. Rann Haddan, sitting with Ala’s head against his knee, dreamed of the time when they should go back and again seize dominance for his sex.


  He came home one night to find that Ala was not in the main cavern. He found her in their own, sitting in a corner staring into the dark.


  “What’s the matter, Ala?” he asked, putting his arm around her.


  She pushed him fiercely back. “Go away from me, male!”


  He was astonished, puzzled. “But Ala—”


  She would not speak, and he went puzzledly back to the main cavern. The others looked strangely at him, the the women accusingly.


  “What’s the matter with her?” he asked.


  When they told him, his mind lit with soaring exultation.


  “A child? But that is wonderful! And it is only the first that will be born!”


  He went back to Ala and tried to comfort her. “Do not be afraid, Ala. Once all children in the world were born this way.”


  “It is horrible—I wish you had killed me,” she choked, and then began to cry.


  He held her and petted her. His mind was full of plans. The child would be a boy, must be a boy. The first new male!”


  He could think of nothing else after that but the coming birth. He built endless new plans. This would be the male sex’s first step back to power.


  But when it came, when he heard Ala moaning pitifully inside the cave where Kim Ivan and the women did what they could, Rann Haddan did not think for a time of his plans.


  He could only think of how much Ala was being hurt. He was shaking a little when Kim Ivan came out and gestured him to enter.


  Ala lay very white and weak on the skin couch beside the fire, clutching a shapeless little bundle to her.


  She looked up tiredly but contentedly as he bent over her, touching her clumsily and searching for words.


  But when he sought to lift the little bundle she held, she clutched it tighter.


  “No, you must not—you will be too rough!” She exclaimed anxiously.


  “But I can see, can’t I?” Rann Haddan exclaimed.


  She unwrapped the ragged coverings a little and let him see. He stared fascinatedly at the baby.


  It seemed to Rann red and scrawny in comparison with the birth-laboratory infants. It squalled lustily, though.


  “Isn’t she beautiful?” asked Ala, her tired eyes radiant with pride.


  A horrible suspicion came to Rann at her words. “She?” he repeated.


  Kim Ivan coughed apologetically. “The child is a female, Rann. It is unfortunate but—”


  Rann did not hear the rest. He straightened, walked out of the cavern, his mind sick with bitter shock of disappointment.


  The irony of it Sank into his soul.


  He had never dreamed for a moment that the child would be aught but a male. It had seemed that after the superhuman efforts he had made, simply that new males might be produced, it would have to be male.


  And it was female! His visioned first step back to power, his high-built plans, were shattered for the time. He sat brooding by the fire, and for two whole days he would not go into the cavern where Ala and the child were.


  He finally conquered his bitter disappointment enough to go in. After all, it was not Ala’s fault.


  But when she extended the baby toward him he thrust it back.


  “I don’t want it. Why couldn’t it have been a male?”


  “I am sorry, truly I am sorry, Rann,” said Ala. “Perhaps the next one will be a male.”


  “Besides,” she added with a little defiance, “she is beautiful even though she is a female.”


  Rann Haddan stared gloomily down at the little wretch. He could see nothing beautiful about it, and said so.


  It slept, and in its sleep moved its little limbs jerkily, aimlessly. It looked ridiculously soft and helpless.


  One of its hands touched Rann’s wrist, as he stood there. The tiny fingers clutched it warmly.


  Rann stood looking down and suddenly he seemed to see the child for the first time. For the first time there came to him a realization that this was his and Ala’s.


  He, he and Ala, had created it themselves out of nothing, without laboratories or formulae. Somehow that seemed vastly important, seemed to draw him illogically to it. There was no reason why it should, he told himself, but it did.


  He stood staring down at it until Ala noticed that it had clutched his wrist. She anxiously sought to withdraw its fingers.


  “I did not know she had done that,” she said apologetically.


  Rann stopped her. “Let her alone,” he said, and then added severely, “Do you want to wake her?”


  They called the little girl Teena. Soon it was crowing loudly, rolling fat and laughing in the corner of the cavern.


  And soon there were other infants in the little community, too. Berk Ennel’s dark wife, Luse, and Don Nosten’s mate, Linni, gave birth and both of them to sons.


  Rann Haddan was glad. They were the first males born on earth for many years, and they meant the beginning of the realization of his dreams of going back. Yet he was not as overjoyed as once he would have been.


  “Berk Ennel’s child and Don Nosten’s are fine children and they are males but they do not seem to have Teena’s intelligence,” he told Ala.


  Ala nodded, holding up the fat little girl-baby fondly. “How could they have? Teena is an unusual child.” Rann agreed seriously. “Anyone can see that. Still, it is good that they are males—the more males are born, the sooner we will have power to assert again our sex.”


  They were all more occupied than before, now. The men had the problem of procuring more food, and Rann devised bows and arrows and spears to conserve their pistol-charges. The women were engrossed in the rearing of the children, exchanging advice and information, running at each lusty infant howl.


  They made the caverns comfortable, with fittings they took from the interior of the flier and with devices of their own invention. There was a certain zest in the life, Rann found. It was good to swing with Berk Ennel through the morning, dew-wet woods, with eyes alert for game, good to come back and sit beside the fire and roll the gleefully crowing, chubby babies on their backs while their mothers hurried to prepare the evening meal.


  Juss Hull and the other two men who were without mates began to complain. They had at first congratulated themselves on not drawing any of the women, but now they complained that they had no one to prepare their food and that their caverns were not often cleaned. At last they demanded that they be allowed to go back to the cities of the females and steal mates.


  “We can do it easily!” Juss Hull insisted to Rann. “We can start in the flier at nightfall and be back before morning—We’ll simply swoop down on the city and snatch up three females.” Rann Haddan shook his head. “No, it’s too risky! You’ll either be captured or followed here and you know what that will mean. The females will destroy the lot of us.”


  “Some time in the future there will come a chance. Meanwhile, we have to play safe and build up our community to so strong a position that it not only can hold its own but can go back to the cities in force and reassert our sex.”


  “If you were really intent on restoring our sex to power you’d allow us to go,” said Juss Hull.


  “Yes, it’s all very well for you,” said one of the other two sullenly. “You already have mates.”


  “I say you shan’t go!” Rann Haddan repeated. “I’m not going to have what we’ve already accomplished destroyed now.”


  That night when he sat down with the others in the main cavern to eat, he saw three faces missing. Instantly his brain sounded alarm.


  “Where are Juss Hull and Lan Las and Dirk Or?” he demanded.


  Kim Ivan raised his head. “They went out hunting this afternoon just before you returned. They said they’d be back soon.”


  Rann jumped to his feet and ran out the cleft and through the woods to where the flier had been hidden. He had a fatal foreknowledge, though, of what he would see, and was not surprised when he found the flier gone.


  He went slowly back through the cleft to the caverns, his face set. The others were waiting in surprise.


  “They have gone to steal mates despite my forbidding them,” he said.


  Ala clutched the gurgling Teena in sudden alarm.


  “Rann, there is danger?”


  He tried to smile. “Perhaps not. They may be able to steal women and get away without being caught.”


  “Of course,” reassured Berk Ennel. “They’ll be back before morning, never fear.”


  All the rest of that night Rann Haddan watched outside the cliff, peering into the eastern sky. The hours passed slowly. He longed to see the flier return as he had never longed for anything in his life, thinking of the others sleeping there in the caverns.


  But he saw no longed-for flier whining with white fire-plumes through the moonlight. Gray dawn came and flushed rose and still it had not come. He waited until the sun was well up in the heavens, then made decision and went quickly back in to the caverns.


  “Juss Hull and the others are captured or dead,” he said rapidly. “There’s no doubt of it—they’d never have stayed till after dawn otherwise.”


  “The females will wring the secret of this place out of them if they’re still alive and will come here to destroy us. We’ve got to hide for a while.”


  “Where?” asked Berk Ennel. “The woods?”


  “They’ll comb the woods with atom-blasts if they come,” Rann answered. “That projecting ledge up atop the cliffs is the best place. We’ll be hidden, there, and have a chance to fight.”


  “We’ll take the children and our weapons up there and then food and water. Be quick, now—-we mustn’t lose a moment.”


  Pale faced, yet without losing time in talk, men and women began the task of moving to the ledge high up on the cliff. It was a mere long recess under an overhanging shelf of rock, to be reached only by a risky climb up zigzagging narrower ledges.


  The women carried the children, the men following with all their available weapons. As he climbed behind Ala, watching her anxiously as she climbed with the fat, sleeping little Teena in her arms, glimpsing her taut, pale face, Rann cursed Juss Hull and his companions from the depths of his heart.


  They had reached the ledge and the men were starting back down after the food and water when Ala uttered a cry.


  She pointed eastward. “Rann, fliers come!”


  He stopped, stared east. A little swarm of half-dozen black midges was coming out of the east, growing rapidly bigger.


  “They’re coming straight here and that means it’s us they’re looking for,” he said.


  “No time to get the food and water now. Get back under the shelf there, all of you, where they can’t see us so well.”


  They hurried back into the shadows beneath the looming overhang of the great rock shelf. The women crouched down in the darkness at the extreme back of this space. The child of Berk Ennel awoke and began to cry, and his mate hastily soothed it.


  Rann Haddan and Berk Ennel and Kim Ivan and the other two men lay flattened just inside the shadows of the overhang, watching the fliers approach, their atom-pistols tightly clutched in their hands and their spears and bows beside them.


  The six fliers came on in a long downward slant toward the base of the cliff, their atom-streams sounding in a diminuendo scream. They slanted down out of sight and Rann and his companions crawled out to the edge of the ledge and looked down. They saw dozens of white-clad figures pour quickly out of the fliers, and into the cleft in the cliff.


  “They caught Juss Hull and the others all right,” Rann gritted. “They know just where to look for us.”


  “Maybe when they don’t find us there they’ll think we’ve gone away completely, and won’t look further,” Berk Ennel said hopefully.


  Rann laughed mirthlessly. “Our fires are still smoking in the caverns. They’ll look further, never fear.”


  They saw the white-clad figures emerge from the cleft again in a few moments, look this way and that. Then they entered their fliers.


  Rann Haddan and his companions shrank back again into the shadows. They heard the fliers rising.


  Then as they crouched they heard the fliers moving along the cliffs, searching every opening in them.


  One of the fliers went slowly by, but without their being perceived. Hope rose in Rann. And ironically it was crushed in the next moment as another flier came, suddenly stopped and hovered.


  They saw faces peering from it, staring straight at them. Then the flier darted quickly away, and they heard calling cries.


  “They’ve found us,” Rann said. He got to his feet. “We’ll meet them out on the open ledge.”


  Ala clung fiercely to him. “You must not! I will go with you if you do!”


  He put her hands gently from him, pushed her back to the child. His heart seemed stone as he turned away.


  He went out and stood on the ledge with Berk Ennel and the others, his pistol raised, his pulse thudding. He heard a strangled cry from Ala and sobs from the other women but did not turn.


  With roaring thunder of their atom-streams, up sprang all six fliers, hovered at the edge of the ledge, came to rest on it. Their doors opened, and as figures poured out Rann Haddan aimed at the first.


  His finger hesitated at the very moment it was about to pull the trigger. That first figure he saw over his sights was a familiar figure and surprise stayed him.


  “Juss Hull!” he cried. Juss Hull and the other two men were running toward them and behind came a group of armed females.


  “Don’t fire, Rann!” cried Juss Hull. “It’s all right—they’re friends!” Bewildered, Rann and his friends let Juss Hull’s trio and the females approach. Juss Hull was bursting with explanations.


  “They came back with us, Rann! We couldn’t find you in the caves but knew you’d be somewhere near.”


  “You see, when we went back to the city we found that things had changed. There’s civil war between the females, a revolt of all the western cities against the Ruling Council’s strict rule!”


  “The females there are no longer hunting us, and they want us to come back. And they say that if we come back, they’ll agree to have the birth-laboratories produce more males!”


  Rann Haddan turned in incredulous amazement to the female leader. “Is that true?”


  “It is,” she said instantly. “We need fighters now and you men are that—you proved it when you made your escape.


  “You’re no longer under sentence and if you come back and help us we’ll agree that as many males shall be produced in future as females.”


  Rann Haddon stared at her, unable to speak. It was his dream come true, not after the slow lapse of many years, but here and now. Once again the males should rise as a sex, once again his sex should share the world with the other.


  All that he had fought and schemed and toiled for here—it had fallen into his hands now, like this. He saw the cities of the future, more and more males produced in them, his sex again co-equal with the other.


  Something clutched his sleeve and he turned. It was the child Teena, held by Ala, who had come out to his side.


  It brought a sudden new thought into his mind and he turned again to the female leader.


  “But what about our children and wives—what about Teena and Ala?”


  The leader glanced indifferently at the child. “The children will be placed in the State Nurseries, of course. No one will ever know but what they’re laboratory children.”


  “Your wives can re-enter the service. We’ll be willing to overlook this atavistic sexual association that has been going on between you and them.”


  Ala clutched the baby tight, her eyes flaming wrath. “Teena in a State Nursery? But you can’t put her there—not her!”


  “No, of course not,” said Rann Haddon bewilderedly. “And Ala and I can’t be separated.”


  “You mean that you two want to continue this association of yours?” the female leader asked in incredulous disgust.


  Rann’s arm went around Ala. “Of course we do! Do you think we’re going to be separated now?”


  The leader glanced from him to the others. “You all feel this way? But in that case you can’t return.”


  “In that case we don’t want to return!” Rann shouted. And suddenly without reason at all he felt joyful, confident. “We want to stay right here.” Old Kim Ivan was aghast. “Rann, do you realize what you’re doing? Turning down the thing you’ve worked for for months, the chance to go back and reassert the male sex?”


  “Why, I never heard of such a thing!”


  “You never had a family, either,” Rann told him.


  The female leader shook her head hopelessly. “You’re all mad. Stay here in your savagery, then.”


  She turned, and her female followers moved with her toward the fliers. All but three who hesitated beside Juss Hull and his two companions.


  “Well, why are you lingering?” snapped the leader to her three hang-back followers.


  They looked down, ashamed. “We want to stay here too,” said one. “We’ve been talking to these three males and they want us to stay.”


  The leader’s jaw dropped. “Is this repulsive atavism contagious? It must be—we’d better get out of here before all of us catch it.”


  “Into your fliers, the rest of you! We return!”


  In the main cavern that night Rann Haddan sat by the fire with Teena sleeping in his lap, and Ala drowsing at his side. Across the cavern the others were laughing and chatting in a group. Now and then their bursts of merriment came to him as he sat..


  He dreamed over the fire, looking into its embers of crimson and rose. Ala’s head dropped lower and lower against him until suddenly she awoke with a jerk, and then looked at him and rubbed her eyes.


  She put out her hand to his. “You are not sorry that we stayed, that we did not return to the cities?”


  He laughed. “We’ll return sometime. Maybe not you and I, maybe not even Teena, but her children or her children’s children.”


  “Let the females fight their wars between themselves and exhaust themselves. Our two-sexed little world here will grow and grow until it rules the whole earth again!”


  LOST TREASURE OF MARS


  Amazing Stories, August 1940


  “WHAT THEY’LL SAY on Earth when we bring all this back!” Gareth Crane exulted. “The greatest Martian archeological find on record—a treasure worth millions!”


  In his excitement, he did not feel the bone-penetrating chill of the bitter Martian night crowding sullenly down on the little camp in the ruins. His lanky, felt-clad figure was bent tautly, his lean, serious, spectacled young face feverish with excitement as he surveyed the glittering baubles spread out on the red sand.


  A shapeless figure, huddled in heavy felt blankets close to the glowing atomic heater, spoke in a high shrill voice.


  “Very pretty, boss,” he squeaked in typical Venusian accents. “But this cold not so good. What say we go home now?”


  “Be yourself, Bugeyes!” snapped Crane impatiently. “We’ll leave for Syrtis City in the morning.”


  “One more night in this desert, and poor Bugeyes freeze hard like board,” groaned the muffled figure. “Was big damned fool to leave Venus. Was much bigger damned fool to come to this world, which has remarkable absence of water, warmth and comfort.”


  And the shivering Venusian crouched so close to the glowing heater that the felt blankets began to scorch and had to be thrown hastily aside.


  Bugeyes, as Crane had christened the amphibious swampman he had picked up as a servant on Venus, was scaled and gray and manlike, with a round head and the bulging, faceted eyes that had led to his nickname. He shivered violently, and rewrapped his blankets.


  “Unlucky day when Bugeyes listen to Earthman’s blandishings and sign up for servant,” he moaned. “Now he doomed to die horrible death here in desert of cold. Master care nothing.”


  Crane paid no attention. The lanky young archeologist was feasting his gaze on the glistening objects spread on the sand in the glow of the heater.


  They were brilliant gems, in antique Martian settings. There were sun-stones from the polar hills of Mars, blue gems whose interior content of disintegrating radioactive elements gave them their unearthly scintillation; Martian emeralds like blazing green eyes; moon-jewels from Saturn’s satellites, throbbing living lights; great purple pearls from under the sea of Neptune; Polaroid rock-crystals from the wild asteroids; and wicked, smoky firestones from Jupiter.


  The stones, some faceted and others cut in curious concave cabochon[1] fashion, were set in beautifully worked mountings of platinum, silver and electrum. The mountings alone were very valuable. But the stones, in antiquarian value alone, were many times more so.


  For this was the legended jewel hoard of Kau-ta-lah, last of the great Martian kings of Rylik—those rulers of long ago whose mighty civilization had risen and waned at a time when Earth was still steaming jungle. The vague black ruins here in the desert had once been the magnificent capital of Rylik. Here for millenniums the hoard of the great kings had lain hidden, and here Gareth Crane had found it.


  Yet though Crane was an ardent planetary archeologist, his thoughts were occupied not so much with the scholarly importance of his find as with its monetary value.


  “These jewels are worth at least ten millions!” he exulted. “What that money will mean to the Institute!”


  “Fail to see why boss get excited, when Institute of Planetary Science get the money,” complained Bugeyes.


  “You dope, the Institute needs that money for its campaign against interplanetary plagues,” Crane retorted. “To keep people like you and me from dying of Martian fever or Jovian croup.”


  Crane’s serious eyes kindled as he pictured the enthusiasm of the Institute officials when he brought them back this treasure—a treasure that would give them funds for their desperately needed campaign to stamp out the interplanetary microbial diseases which had presented a grave problem ever since space travel had begun.


  It was that need of the Institute which had spurred Crane in his secret search for the lost treasure of the ancient Martian king, Kau-ta-lah. Following archeological clues from ruin to lonely ruin across the desert, he had at last located the legended hoard so many had sought.


  “Hear rocket-car approaching damn fast!” said Bugeyes suddenly, standing up. “From west, I think.”


  Crane jumped up. He too soon heard the dim, drumming drone of rocket tubes from the starlit deserts westward.


  “Who the devil would be coming to these lonesome ruins?” he exclaimed, his lean brown face stiffening.


  He felt vague alarm. The waterless Martian desert, outside the few interplanetary colonial cities, was a No Man’s Land extending beyond planetary law. Criminals often fled into it, though most of them soon died horribly of thirst or were forced to return.


  “Bugeyes, get our stuff into the rocket car—we’re not waiting till morning to leave!” Crane declared. “Hurry!”


  As the Venusian hurried to obey, striking their felt tent and lugging it into the tubular rocket car nearby, Crane snatched up his jewels and stuffed them into his inside pockets.


  The drone of approaching rockets was louder. At this moment, Deimos burst above the western horizon with theatrically spectacular effect. The brilliant rays of the nearer moon illumined the whole scene.[2]


  The climbing moon showed the somber, towering black time-eaten stones around them, the vague desert stretching to the horizons. And it showed also a tubular rocket car plunging toward them across the silvered sands, its stern rocket tubes spouting steady flame.


  The writhing vehicle stopped nearby and the roar of its tubes died. Three people in heavy felt suits emerged.


  Crane eyed them as they came into the flaring glow of his atomic heater. The leader was a small figure who threw back the felt hood of the suit to reveal shining, bobbed blond hair.


  “A girl!” Crane muttered. “What the devil—”


  “Earth female here most unusual,” squeaked Bugeyes, staring blankly. “Maybe boss forget a wife somewhere, and she follow?”


  Crane paid him no attention. The girl advanced to him, her feet dragging in the lead-soled gravity shoes.


  Her small, firm-chinned white face had no friendliness in it, and her clear blue eyes were clouded with suspicion as she stared at the lanky young archeologist and his scaled gray servant. “Who are you?” she demanded. “Gareth Crane’s the name,” answered the wondering young archeologist. “And this is my servant, Miss—”


  “Jean Edwards,” she finished curtly for him. “These are my guides—Jay Sweigert and Kaubos.”


  Crane’s eyes swept the two men curiously. Sweigert was an Earthman, grossly fat, with pendulous jowls that gave him a pseudo-jovial expression belied by his fishy eyes.


  Kaubos was a squat green Jovian with the enormously wide shoulders and hollow dark eyes and queer, fingerless hands of his race. He wore very thick-soled gravity-shoes on his toeless feet.


  “Two nice-looking gentlemen, I not think,” muttered Bugeyes hoarsely behind Crane. “Which one you think ugliest, boss?”


  “Shut up,” Crane ordered.


  Jean Edwards broke in then.


  “Are you a prospector?” she demanded directly.


  “Nope—an archeologist, from the staff of the Institute of Planetary Science,” Crane answered.


  The reaction to his statement was surprising. The girl’s eyes flashed, and from the two men behind her came exclamations.


  “An archeologist?” wheezed Sweigert. “That’s interesting—that’s mighty interesting.”


  Kaubos, the Jovian, had put his green hand on the butt of an atom-pistol at his belt. Crane felt a sudden tension.


  Jean Edwards’ blue eyes were stormy. “You followed my father’s translation clues to these ruins of Rylik!” she accused Crane hotly. “You’re here after the jewel hoard of Kau-ta-lah!”


  Crane stiffened. The jewels! He felt the cold breath of danger. Yet he answered with assumed perplexity.


  “The hoard of Kau-ta-lah? Do you mean to tell me you believe in that old treasure hunters’ tale?”


  “I know that hoard exists,” Jean Edwards retorted. “My father proved it, by deciphering the Kos inscriptions.”


  “Your father?” Crane repeated, wrinkling his brow.


  “He’s Doctor Elver Edwards,” the girl answered, and added defiantly, “the greatest planetary archeologist alive.”


  Crane uttered a whistle of surprise. “Edwards, the Earth University man who was imprisoned for embezzling university funds?”


  Jean’s blue eyes hardened. “Yes. And while he is in prison, you get hold of his Kos transcriptions, find the clue to Kau-ta-lah’s hoard, and come here after it!”


  “Maybe they’ve found it, too,” wheezed Jay Sweigert. The fat Earthman’s fishy eyes were watching Crane closely.


  “Miss Edwards, I never even heard of your father’s Kos work,” Crane assured the girl earnestly, and truthfully. He added, more equivocally:


  “And I thought everyone had given up belief in Kau-ta-lah’s treasure.”


  “Have you or have you not been hunting for that jewel hoard here in Rylik?” Jean demanded pointblank.


  Crane hesitated. But only for an instant. He hated lying, but a lie was needed here if he was to get that fortune in jewels safely to the Planetary Institute that so direly needed it.


  “I’ve no interest in crazy treasure tales,” he answered calmly. “I’ve been here in Rylik studying to compose a list of the ancient kings’ names, that’s all. I’m through, and we were leaving.”


  Jean Edwards’ accusing gaze became less hostile.


  “If that’s so”—she hesitated—“I’m sorry for what I said.”


  “Come along, Bugeyes—time we were getting back to Syrtis City,” Crane told the popeyed Venusian.


  Sweigert’s hand flashed an atom-pistol and aimed it at Crane’s breast! The fat Earthman pointed with his other hand and yelled, “He’s lyin’, Miss Edwards—he’s found the jewels! Look at that sand!” Crane glanced back, startled. Then he cursed inwardly at his own stupidity.


  In the sand where he had been sitting examining the hoard, was an unmistakably clear impression of the jewels.


  “See—he’s had jewels on that sand, just a minute ago!” wheezed Sweigert. “Kaubos, keep them covered!”


  The atom-gun of the squat green Jovian was already out, leveled at Crane and his servant.


  “Most unhealthy fix, this,” squeaked Bugeyes to his master. “Respectfully suggest we beat it damned fast.”


  “No chance now—don’t start anything or they’ll blast us,” Crane said.


  He was furious with himself. Why in the name of ten thousand devils had he been so asinine about leaving that clue? He could have wiped it out with his foot when the rocket ship first hove into sight.


  Jean’s blue eyes flamed. “And your lies nearly tricked me!” she flared at Crane. “You’ve found the hoard, through my father’s work, and meant to steal it!”


  Crane answered levelly, “I told you that I had never heard of your father’s work, and that’s the truth.”


  “Search them, Kaubos,” ordered Sweigert.


  The Jovian’s flipperlike hands explored the Venusian servant’s pockets first. Bugeyes emitted a shrill titter.


  “Am slightly ticklesome,” he apologized.


  Kaubos passed on to Crane. In a minute he was drawing out the mass of jewels.


  The brilliant gems spilled the light of flying Deimos in whirling scintillations as they caught the moon. Like muffled pyres of radiance, they burned in the Jovian’s green hands.


  Hoard of Kau-ta-lah! Legended jewels of the ancient Martian king that so many dreamers had sought and failed to find! Gathered long ago from far worlds by the space-venturing Martians of a forgotten civilization—and now about to change hands once more.


  “They’re worth millions!” choked Kaubos hoarsely, hollow eyes exultant. “Sweigert, we’re rich—we’re millionaires!”


  Jean Edwards, startled by the Jovian’s cry, raised her eyes from her fascinated inspection of the glittering hoard.


  “You millionaires?” she exclaimed. “You forget that you men are only my guides. I agreed to pay you a tenth of what we found—no more. These jewels belong rightfully to my father!” Jay Sweigert laughed wheezily, as though appreciating a funny story.


  “You didn’t really believe we was fools enough to take just a tenth when we could have all, did you, Miss?” he chuckled.


  Jean’s blue eyes widened, stunned. And Crane laughed harshly.


  “So—the crooks you hired are double-crossing you?” he rasped to the girl. “It’s just what you deserve.”


  “Humbly beg to submit that our own necks are in precarious situation,” whispered Bugeyes hastily. “Fear unhandsome fat gentlemen about to take drastic measures.”


  In fact, Jay Sweigert was raising a trifle the atom-pistol in his fat hand. The obese Earthman grinned at Crane and his scared Venusian servant and the stunned, unbelieving girl.


  “Guess we won’t need you any longer, Miss,” mocked Sweigert, “nor these two lads, either. Sorry to have to do this, but—”


  “Existence of innocent Venusian boy about to be terminated, boss!” squeaked Bugeyes in panic.


  “Wait, Sweigert!” Crane said quickly. “Before you gun us down—can’t we buy our lives from you?”


  Sweigert paused, his fishy eyes narrowing.


  “Why, I’m a reasonable man, always willing to do business in a fair and reasonable way,” he wheezed. “Only I don’t see just what you can offer for your lives, that would interest a man who owns half of those little trinkets already.”


  And he nodded toward the heap of blazing jewels that the Jovian was stuffing into a small sack.


  Crane’s brown face was a hard mask behind which his thoughts were seething. That treasure had to go to the Institute—and his only hope of saving it, and their lives as well, was to stall for time. He had a crazy plan in mind, one that would at least give him a little time.


  “Sweigert, what if I could lead you to a treasure greater than that jewel hoard?” he asked. “Would you let us go then?”


  “A treasure greater than Kau-ta-lah’s hoard?” the obese Earthman wheezed. “What kind of fairy tale is this, Crane?”


  “There’s a clue in these ruins to a far greater treasure in the ruined city of Ushtu, north of here,” Crane explained confidentially. “It’s in an inscription here that I came upon. I was on my way to Ushtu to find that greater treasure, when you came. If I translated the inscription and helped you find the Ushtu treasure, would you free us?” Sweigert paused, considering. And Kaubos, the Jovian, burst in with thickvoiced dissuasion.


  “He’s lying, Jay—playing for time! He’ll read some phony directions from that inscription, and we won’t know whether his translation’s true or not.”


  But Sweigert’s greed-lit eyes had a cunning expression in them. “There’s a way we can check on Crane,” he wheezed. “Miss Edwards here knows Martian hieroglyphics, remember. You said your father taught you how to translate it—didn’t you, Miss Edwards?”


  Jean, recovered a little from her amazement, flared at the fat criminal. “I’ll do nothing to help you!”


  “I think you will,” purred Sweigert. “Crane, you lead the way to that there inscription you spoke of. But—no tricks!”


  Crane nodded, and started through the moonlit ruins, with Bugeyes and Jean beside him, and Sweigert and the Jovian following with drawn atom-pistols.


  About them towered the remnants of legended Rylik, black and shadowy in the streaming silver light. Shapeless masses of worn stones they were, half drifted over by the desert sands, wrecks of what had once been the mighty Martian capital of the equatorial kings.


  Long and long ago, three hundred thousand years before ever the first Earthman had come to Mars, the planet had been dying. The arid stretches of the desiccated world were on the increase, the water-vines that were almost the only source of moisture were perishing. It was in that twilight of a dying world that Kau-ta-lah had reigned here.


  Crane’s nerves, tensed by peril, felt the deathly spell of this dead city as he marched on in the moonlight. But at least, while they were alive, there was a faint shadow of hope.


  They reached a broken wall beyond which loomed a grotesque statue, many times life-size, a stone figure gnawed by the ages.


  “This is a statue of Kau-ta-lah himself,” Crane said earnestly. “See the inscription at its base.”


  The stone figure was indeed that of the Martian king of long ago, a hugechested, bald, stilt-limbed figure in ceremonial trappings and diadem. Upon the sides of the pedestal were scenes of queer Martian space ships of that forgotten era, bringing gems and treasures from far planets, offering them to the king.


  But on the front of Kau-ta-lah’s pedestal was a long inscription in the crescent-shaped characters of ancient Martian hieroglyphics.


  Bugeyes whispered to Crane, “Boss, this I not like. If you are stalling for time, please do not. The suspense is killing me!”


  “Don’t worry,” Crane whispered back with a mirthless grin. “There’s treasure here, all right. I’m not sticking out my neck just for the hell of it.” Then aloud: “I’ll translate that for you.” Crane said, but Sweigert stopped him.


  “No, wait! Miss Edwards, you make a written translation of that first. Then I’ll check Crane’s translation against it.”


  “I won’t do it!” Jean flamed, defiant. “Do it, Jean,” Crane said anxiously. “It’s the only chance we’ve got to get out of this mess alive.”


  “He’s right, Miss Edwards,” purred the obese crook.


  Reluctantly, Jean took out pad and pencil and began writing, gazing at the inscription as Kaubos played a fluoric spotlight on the worn characters.


  Finally she handed the written translation of the inscription to Sweigert. The obese Earthman looked at Crane.


  “Now start translating aloud,” he wheezed. “If your version checks with Miss Edwards’, I’ll know you’re reading it right. If it doesn’t, one of you has tried to fool me.”


  Crane read the message of the hieroglyphics beneath the towering grotesque statue, in a slow voice.


  Kau-ta-lah, Son of the Two Moons, King of Rylik, to all beholders:


  I was a great king. I reigned in Rylik, where all my forefathers had reigned before me. I repelled the unhuman Wallus of the wastes. I sent ships to other worlds, as my fathers had done, and they brought back strange beasts and slaves and treasures such as are not known upon this world.


  Yet all the treasures I have gathered together are of no worth beside the Greatest Treasure that is owned by the kings of the city Ushtu, and is hoarded by them beneath their palace. Many times did I attack their city and seek to wrest the Greatest Treasure from them, yet never could I do so.


  And now the people of Rylik are dying as the water-vines fail us, and my space-captains have found no world on which we could live long, and the glory of Rylik is fading and falling. And in times to come, there will be nothing of great Rylik but an echoing name and a whisper of glory that has passed away forever and ever.


  The solemn words resounded with deep impressiveness—this bitter last message of a great Martian king, who saw his people and kingdom dying as the last frail water source perished.


  Jay Sweigert had been reading from the written translation Jean had made, as Crane spoke. Now Sweigert looked up.


  “Your reading checks with hers. Crane,” he admitted. There was flaring greed in his fishy eyes. “So there is an even greater treasure than the jewels, buried under the ruins of Ushtu!”


  “The Greatest Treasure?” repeated Kaubos incredulously. “What could be a greater treasure than these jewels, Jay?”


  “Maybe that Greatest Treasure will be gems like no one ever heard of before,” Sweigert muttered. “Maybe it’s a scientific secret of some kind that enabled the armies of Ushtu to beat off the attacks of these people of Rylik. Whatever it is, that Greatest Treasure is something colossally valuable if it makes this jewel hoard insignificant, as Kau-ta-lah said.”


  “Yes, but they tell queer stories about those Ushtu ruins,” Kaubos added uneasily. “People have vanished there—natives here are afraid to go near them—”


  Sweigert’s jowled fat face was scoffing. “Superstitions don’t bother me! We’re going to Ushtu—won’t take but a few hours to get there in our rocket car. Crane, can you locate the palace there?”


  Crane nodded hesitantly. “I think so. The whole place is a ruin, of course, like this—but the palace site shouldn’t be hard to find.”


  “Come along, then,” Sweigert ordered. “The sooner Kaubos and I get that Greatest Treasure, the sooner you’ll go free.”


  He chuckled, as he promised that. And Bugeyes whispered distrustfully to Crane, “Fear fat Earthman plans to cross double again, once he gets Ushtu treasure. He laughs most unjoyful, very.”


  “While there’s life, there’s hope,” Crane muttered doggedly. “And the Institute has got to get those jewels we found!”


  They entered the rocket car. Kaubos shouldered forward to take the controls. Crane, Jean and the Venusian settled in swivel chairs behind the Jovian, at an order from Sweigert. The obese Earthman took the rear chair, his atom-pistol lazily balanced.


  The rocket tubes at the back broke into a drumming drone. The car lurched forward, running smoothly over the sands on its low, flat, broad wheels, its jointed tubular body giving creakingly to accommodate itself to the inequalities of sand ridges and dunes.


  Crane looked out. Phobos had risen in the starred heavens as Deimos hurtled toward the east. The two brilliant moons cast queer forked shadows beside the low car as it sped northward.


  Rylik’s wrecked stones receded from sight behind them. The vast, lonely moonlit Martian desert stretched away, brooding wastes tenanted only by sand and silence. Here and there were a few of the now rare water-vines, queer leafless plants that could draw moisture from far beneath the surface by capillary attraction. The vines had been the only source of water for the native Martian peoples long ago, until the plants too had withered away.


  Bugeyes shivered. “Unpleasant to die on dry world like this, without even spot of water to look at,” he murmured.


  “And when we’re dead, Sweigert will have the jewels that would have bought my father’s freedom,” Jean whispered.


  Crane stared at her. “That’s why you wanted the jewels so badly? To get your father out of prison, by making restitution of the money he embezzled?”


  “My father never embezzled that money, really,” Jean answered dully. “He was on Saturn, on one of his archeological expeditions, and a dreadful famine was killing the Saturnian natives in that region. He took funds of his university to relieve the famine. Enemies charged him with theft, and he was sentenced to prison. I hoped that a small part of those jewels would make restitution, and free him.”


  Crane impulsively squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry, Jean—I didn’t know.”


  The rocket car sped northward for three hours. Deimos had set, by the time they sighted the ruined city of Ushtu.


  Ushtu, once as great a metropolis as Rylik, was now a similar wreck of shattered stone and drifting sands. Lonely, desolate, it sat gloomily in the moonlight, brooding on past glories.


  Kaubos stopped the car near the edge of the ruins. They got out, with Sweigert’s atom-gun still covering the three.


  “Now, Mr. Crane, find the palace here for us,” Sweigert wheezed. “Under the palace is that Greatest Treasure, if the inscription back at Rylik was right.”


  Crane stared doubtfully through the chill darkness at the bewildering tangle of broken stone wrecks.


  “According to plans of Ushtu I’ve seen, the palace of the kings was near the western edge of the city,” he said.


  “Lead the way, then,” ordered the obese criminal. “And don’t try dodging out of sight. I can shoot, in case you’re doubtful.”


  “This place nothing but dry sand and busted stones like other,” squeaked Bugeyes distastefully as they entered the ruins. “Understatement, to call this one hell of a world.”


  “I don’t like these ruins, Jay,” Kaubos the Jovian was muttering behind them. “What with all the stories you hear about Ushtu, it gives me the creeps.”


  Sweigert’s wheezy laugh chuckled. “When we lift the treasure here, you’ll forget your creeps quick enough.” Crane’s eyes searched the moonlit masses of broken stone. He identified the broad avenue that the maps of the dead city had called the “Way of Kings.” At its end should be the palace—


  And when they reached the palace, and the Greatest Treasure, what then? Time was running out fast, Crane knew. The brief respite his stratagem had gained for them was nearly ended. Down the Way of Kings toward the west the strange little party went, with the bright disk of Phobos hanging low in the sky ahead to light their way. Stumbling over the broken paving, detouring around masses of stonework that had tumbled from the sides, they approached a massive broken-walled ruin at the avenue’s end.


  Palace of the kings of Ushtu, those long-dead Martian lords whose Greatest Treasure even great Kau-ta-lah had vainly coveted!


  “There is something terrifying about this place,” Jean Edwards said in a low voice to Crane. “No wonder people shun it!”


  They passed through an arched opening into what had been once a great court of the palace. Broken columns and statues of grotesque Martians of old lay scattered about on the flagging.


  “Flash your light on those inscriptions,” Crane told the Jovian. “There must be underground chambers beneath the palace, and we’ve got to find the entrance to them.”


  Kaubos directed his fluoric beam at the carven hieroglyphics Crane pointed out. Crane slowly translated aloud.


  “Lords of Ushtu, owners of the Greatest Treasure, suzerains of the deserts north and south—behold our glory!”


  “Behold our glory!” repeated Jean, her wide eyes sweeping the moonlit desolation of ruins about them, amid which the boasting words ironically echoed.


  “It doesn’t tell us anything,” Crane muttered. “We must try to find a way into the underground chambers.”


  Crane had already noticed, at a corner of the ruined court, a small archway whose narrow stairs led down into darkness. But he had said nothing of it. He meant to draw out this search for the Greatest Treasure as long as possible, hoping for a break.


  But Bugeyes upset his plan. The Venusian, who had been glancing around with his popping optics, suddenly pointed.


  “Boss, there is stairs going down,” he squeaked helpfully.


  Crane could have kicked the simple-minded swampman where it would do the most good. But he pretended surprise.


  “So there is. That may be the way down.”


  “Go ahead with the lamp, Kaubos,” ordered Jay Sweigert. “I’ll keep behind these three to make sure they act right.”


  They started down the stairs, the Jovian’s reddish beam flashing ahead. Up to meet them from the unguessable depths came a dank, musty odor that somehow was startling.


  Crane knew the origin of that odor. He had never been here before, but he knew that smell. And his heart began to pound.


  The stairs dropped downward further, and ended in a short stone passage that ran straight ahead. They moved along it, with Kaubos lighting the way. The passage ended in an open doorway.


  Beyond that door lay a buried octagonal chamber two hundred feet across. The red beam flashed into it, and then the Jovian stopped, stupefied by what he saw.


  “Why, look at that!” he husked amazedly.


  The buried chamber contained a bubbling, fountaining pool of water—water that gushed up from depths far beneath, that filled all the chamber except a narrow stone ledge around it.


  “That’s the first time I ever saw that much water here on Mars!” exclaimed the astonished Jovian.


  Bugeyes’ protruding optics glistened. The amphibious Venusian squeaked, “That water look like home, boss!”


  Sweigert and Jean Edwards also were showing their surprise. Surface water was almost unknown on Mars; the water-vines that drew moisture from underground were the only source on this dying world.


  But Sweigert’s attention was not long to be distracted from his greed. His fishy eyes flashed cunningly.


  “This must be where the treasure’s hidden!” he exclaimed. “Those old Ushtu kings were clever—they sunk their treasure down here in the water, where it couldn’t even be seen. Go ahead, Kaubos—we’ll have a look.” The Jovian led the way forward into the chamber. They stood on the narrow stone ledge that surrounded the bubbling pool.


  To their left, there stood on the ledge a towering metal statue of an ancient Martian, stilt-limbed, huge-chested, with glaring jeweled eyes and a great mace uplifted in metal hands.


  “See—that statue’s some kind of symbolic guard over this place!” wheezed Sweigert excitedly. “And that means—”


  At that moment came an appalling interruption. There was a shifting of the stone under their feet, a creaking as of rusty metal levers in operation.


  Crash! With thunderous reverberation, a solid block of stone dropped to close the door through which they had entered.


  “It’s a trap of some kind, operated automatically!” Kaubos yelled in panic. “We’re prisoners in here—”


  “Shut up!” ordered Sweigert. “Crane, try to get that door open.” Crane, as stunned as the others by the sudden springing of this ancient trap, went to the door. One glance showed him it was useless. That solid block of stone could not be raised.


  “It can only be opened by a control from outside,” the young archeologist said hoarsely. We’re trapped!”


  “Listen—what’s that?” cried Sweigert.


  He and Kaubos flashed their lamp beams around. Then, for an instant, all stood frozen by sheer horror.


  The metal guardian statue on the ledge was moving. It was striding toward them with slow, clanking steps, jeweled eyes glaring, great mace still raised above its head.


  “It’s alive!” the Jovian choked, staring wildly.


  “No—it’s just part of the trap—a mechanism of some kind automatically operated!” Crane yelled. “Get out of its way!”


  But Kaubos seemed hypnotized by the oncoming, clanking figure. The metal statue loomed over him—


  The mace flashed down, as though the thing had in it some control operated by its proximity to any living being. Straight down on the green head of the Jovian fell the mighty mace.


  Jean screamed as Kaubos slumped to the floor, his brains crushed out. The statue rustily raised the mace, was coming on toward them—


  “Run, you two!” Crane cried to Jean and Bugeyes. “Around the ledge away from it—don’t let it catch up to us!”


  But the ledge around the bubbling pool was only a few feet wide. There was no chance of evading the stalking metal figure on it.


  Sweigert was firing his atom-pistol wildly at the striding statue. But the steady blast of atomic fire splashed harmlessly off the invulnerable metal. With a yell of terror, Sweigert flung away the exhausted pistol and stumbled forward with the others.


  They retreated around the narrow ledge, while the metal guardian stalked relentlessly after them. The only light was the beam of the Jovian’s fluoric lamp, which Crane had snatched up.


  A complete circuit of the chamber they made—and still the metal horror followed them. It did not hurry; they could keep ahead of it by a fast walk. But it showed no signs of faltering or stopping, even after it had followed them around the pool for a score of times.


  “Boss, how long before that thing get tired?” panted the Venusian. “Bugeyes not built for walking.”


  “We can’t—get away from—it,” gasped Jay Sweigert, his fat face livid with terror. “It’ll get us in time—”


  In fact, the metal automaton showed every sign of stalking around the narrow ledge until doomsday. Like a remorseless, mindless avenger, it came on with uplifted mace and sightless jeweled eyes.


  Crane cursed himself for not foreseeing that the ancient Ushtu kings would have set some such guard here. This metal automaton was doubtless actuated and set into motion by the same cunning mechanism which had closed the door to trap anyone who entered the place.


  Bugeyes was faltering, Sweigert gasping pitifully as he staggered on. It seemed hours that they had fled thus around the bubbling, chuckling pool.


  “We can’t keep this up much longer!” Crane exclaimed, panting. “Our only chance is to get down into the pool, and hang onto its edge till that thing’s mechanism runs down and stops.”


  “Now you talking, boss!” exclaimed Bugeyes. “Little swim freshen me up, very!”


  Hastily, they slid down into the bubbling waters. Their feet touched no bottom—Crane had already guessed that the pool was almost bottomless, gushing up from far depths below.


  But they managed to keep afloat by clinging to the stone edge of the ledge. Jean turned a white face toward him with a brave smile. Sweigert’s fishy eyes were dilated, and he was breathing in great sobs as he clung to his hold.


  But Bugeyes, with a cry of pleasure, had shed his felt suit and was diving in and out of the water with manifest happiness, his protruding eyes glistening as he broke surface.


  “Hot dog!” the Venusian squeaked. “This more like it! If Bugeyes got to die, he wants to die in native water!” Sweigert was staring elsewhere. “Look—look at that metal monster!” he gasped. “It won’t stop—it won’t never stop!”


  With clanking, reverberating strides, the automaton was stalking on and on around the ledge with upraised mace.


  Each time it passed just above them, its feet grinding on the stones, Jean flinched back. Crane put his arm around her shoulders, his other hand keeping the fluoric lamp up as he held on.


  The bubbling water’s icy cold penetrated their limbs. The monster showed no sign whatever of stopping. Crane tried desperately to evolve some scheme of wrecking the thing, but without avail. What could harm a monstrosity like that?


  Sweigert had become silent. Crane turned, found that the fat criminal had slipped beneath the surface.


  “Bugeyes, Sweigert has sunk!” Crane yelled.


  “I go after him, boss!” the Venusian cried.


  The scaled, gray amphibious servant dived hastily down into the waters. Long moments elapsed. Then Bugeyes reappeared, with a mass of brilliant jewels in his hands.


  “I find fat man down there, boss,” he chortled, “and get jewels out of his suit before he sink further!”


  “You let him drown?” Crane accused, and the Venusian stared blankly.


  “Sure, boss—but I get jewels. That what you wanted, isn’t it?”


  Crane’s lips tightened. He had no reason to feel pity for Sweigert—but he had meant for Bugeyes to save the fat criminal, nevertheless. And Bugeyes had misunderstood completely.


  “Too late to help it now,” he muttered to Jean. He stowed the jewels into his own suit. “We’ve got the hoard of Kau-ta-lah back—not that it looks as if we’ll ever get out with it.”


  “I—I can’t hold on much longer,” Jean whispered. “Let me sink, when the time comes. I don’t want to drag you down.”


  “Hell, there must be some way out of this devil-trap!” Crane cried.


  The chuckling bubble of the waters around him was sardonic in its answering laughter. The metal automaton still strode endlessly around and around the nightmare chamber.


  But the bubbling chuckle of the waters insinuated an idea in Crane’s brain. He maneuvered around toward the Venusian.


  “Bugeyes, there may be a way out of here for you, at least!” he exclaimed. “The bubbles in this water—they’re air, which means the underground spring that feeds this pool has a connection through some crevice or cleft with the upper air. If you could swim down and find such a connection, you could possibly win clear.”


  Bugeyes looked anxious. “No, boss—won’t go and leave you here.”


  “You’ve got to—it’s our only chance!” Crane insisted. “For if you can get out and come back to the outside of that door, it’s just possible that you can set us free. I believe that the door opens when anyone starts down that stairs toward it—otherwise, it wouldn’t have been open when we came down to this hellish trap.”


  Bugeyes looked doubtful still, but finally assented.


  “I try it then, boss. Swim way down and look for opening. If find one, good! If not, my number damned well up.” The amphibious servant breathed deeply for several moments, then with a darting movement dived down into the bubbling interior.


  “It’s an impossibility,” Jean murmured. “Nobody could swim down to such depths as that and find a way out.”


  “Bugeyes may be able to,” Crane muttered, hoping against hope. “Those Venusians can stay underwater a tremendously long time.”


  Minutes passed, but nothing changed. Bugeyes didn’t reappear. The automaton clanked relentlessly on around the chamber.


  Crane listened tensely for a step outside the stone-sealed door of the chamber. But there was no such sound. His faint hopes waned. Despair darkened in his brain, as he was aware that Jean’s frozen hands could no longer cling to the stone ledge.


  He was holding her up by his own strength. But his energy was running out fast. Better to let go and sink together into the numbing depths, he thought, than prolong the useless struggle.


  He chuckled harshly. “Drowned on Mars! At least, it’s a crazily improbable way to end up. But I wish—”


  A clash of stone and metal, a flood of faint light pouring down into the chamber! The block in the door was slowly rising!


  “By heaven, Bugeyes got through!” Crane yelled. “Jean, look—”


  The door was open. And the metal automaton had halted in its former position to the left of the opening. Not only halted, but it had resumed its age-old post!


  The staggering, dripping, shivering figure of a scratched, woebegone Venusian appeared outside the door.


  “Stay out there, Bugeyes—don’t enter or you’ll start the automaton moving again!” Crane yelled. “We’re coming out!”


  He clambered up with Jean, dragging the girl onto the ledge. Two quick strides—and they were out of the chamber, on the stairway, safely escaped from the ancient treasure trap of Ushtu!


  As Crane worked to revive the girl, Bugeyes chattered, “Between ourselves, boss, that one hell of a swim! Bugeyes get down to the little underground river far below, carried away on it, swim back up it, find crevice and get up through that crevice to the ground, outside this cursed city. Bugeyes come back here—”


  “And when you started down the stairs here, the door automatically opened, as I’d thought it would!” Crane cried. “And that metal monster went back to its place.”


  He chafed the girl’s wrists. “Jean, we’re safe!”


  She clung to him, shuddering from the reaction.


  “We’ve got the jewels, too,” Crane exulted.


  “You have them,” she answered. “You found them.”


  Crane shook his head. “The Institute can spare enough of them to make restitution and free your father, Jean. We’re partners in this. Partners—I like the sound of it, Jean!”


  “If boss can spare time from romancing,” broke in Bugeyes, “what about Greatest Treasure here in Ushtu? We get that too?”


  “Yes,” Jean remembered, “is the Greatest Treasure down in that pool somewhere, as Sweigert thought?” Crane grinned haggardly. “Your father may have taught you how to read hieroglyphics, Jean, but you don’t know much about Martian archeology. No more than Sweigert or Kaubos knew.”


  “What do you mean?” she asked puzzledly. “There is a Greatest Treasure, isn’t there?”


  Crane nodded. He pointed through the open door at the bubbling pool.


  “There it is.”


  “You mean—the pool itself?” she exclaimed.


  “Yes,” he said. “What was the rarest, the most valuable, the most sought after thing on dying, drying Mars? Water! Water that was so scarce that it was always referred to as the Greatest Treasure. Water so valuable that the Ushtu kings guarded their fountain with that hellish mechanical trap.


  “I knew as much,” Crane grinned, “when I translated the inscription, of course—knew there’d be no treasure here but water. But I used that knowledge in an attempt to gain a respite, hoping for some break that would enable us to escape Sweigert and the Jovian.


  “They didn’t dream, of course, that what they were coming here for was merely water. Sweigert, without knowing it, drowned in the very treasure he was seeking.”


  “Oh,” said Jean. And that was all she could say.


  But not Crane. “There’s another treasure, however, that I found—” he began.


  “What?” Jean’s eyes snapped. “Not been holding out on me, have you?”


  Crane took her in his arms. “Not any longer, you little goof. Not any longer!”


  [1] This is a carbuncle-shaped precious stone, but not faceted. The term occurs in the French phrase en cabochon.


  [2] Deimos, the nearer moon of Mars’ peculiar and diminutive pair of satellites, would appear to move very swiftly across the heavens, but not as a great globe such as our own Luna presents. It would be almost star-like, although of great brilliance, due to the thin Martian atmosphere, and its great clarity, which would allow the rays to reach the surface unimpeded. It is certain that the spectacle is a beautiful one and the light shed by it quite perceptible.


  SEA BORN


  Weird Tales, September 1940


  Beneath the sea lie death and horror for human beings—but Eric Leigh found love and a new life.


  EVEN NOW, I can’t make up my mind about Eric Leigh. Was he just a deluded dreamer, and were those fantastic and incredible experiences of which he told me no more than stuff of dreams? Or was it all true? If it was, then this world holds mysteries and strange survivals of which we modern men suspect nothing, and there are those upon this earth who are forever hidden from us yet who are close kin.


  Six years ago, Eric Leigh and I were sixteen-year-old youngsters in a small south Florida coastal town. It was on a hot summer morning, on one of the white coral beaches north of the little town, that I first touched the fringe of the mystery around Eric.


  We had been lounging in the sand, looking out across the blue sheet of the Atlantic as we talked. The sea was like molten turquoise, slapping gently against the jagged coral shore, ruffled by the hot tropic breeze and with screaming pelicans flapping low above it.


  Finally I stood up and took off my shirt. “I’m going in and cool off,” I said. “Come on along, Eric.”


  A frown came into Eric’s keen, dark face, and his black eyes looked greatly troubled.


  “You know I can’t, Frank,” he said, rather miserably.


  “Come on,” I repeated impatiently. “Your father will never know the difference. Besides, what right has he got to forbid you swimming? What’s the matter with him, anyway?”


  Eric looked unhappy. “I suppose he’s just afraid that I’ll get drowned or something. Anyway, he made me promise him that I’d never go in the water.”


  I told him disgustedly, “You’re the only fellow around here who’s never been swimming even once. All the fellows around here think it queer that you never go in the water.


  “I’d like to go, Frank,” Eric said troubledly, looking out with yearning eyes at the rippling blue. “Somehow, I’d like to swim more than anything in the world. But I promised—”


  “Your father must be crazy to make you promise that,” I grunted, untying my shoes. “No wonder everyone in town thinks he’s a little queer.”


  It was true, too, that John Leigh was considered eccentric by everyone in Stockton. He was a thin, quiet man of fifty who had come here with his infant son years before, and had built a small cottage on a coral point north of town. He had no business, but spent most of his time just sitting and staring out at the sea.


  He was always quiet and courteous, but you always got the feeling that he was not paying much attention to you but was thinking of something else. Naturally, people thought him strange, and Eric too was considered a little queer, and was rather left out of things by his schoolmates. I was about the only real companion he had.


  And even I felt disgusted with Eric this morning, and my irritation made me impatient with him.


  “Your father will never know you’ve been in,” I repeated. “You’ve got to learn to swim sometime.”


  Eric shook his dark head unhappily. “Father says not,” he told me. “He says I mustn’t ever go into the sea, as long as I live.”


  “Why not?” I demanded. “Did he ever give any reason?”


  “No,” Eric admitted, “except that it would be bad, that something terrible might happen to me if I did.”


  By this time, I had my clothes off and was starting toward the coral shore, beyond which was a fairly deep tidal lagoon. Then I turned around, with a sudden mischievous inspiration.


  “Come as far as the edge, anyway, and watch me dive in,” I suggested with assumed innocence.


  Eric came quite unsuspectingly to the edge of the coral. Beneath us lay the lagoon, which was several feet deep. You could look down and see the feathery, waving sea-fans and the round loggerhead sponges, and mullets swimming like streaks of light over the white sand bottom.


  I waited until Eric was right beside me, pretending that I was getting set to dive. But when I moved, instead of diving I suddenly grasped Eric by the shoulders and shoved him off the coral edge.


  “Now swim!” I shouted with a laugh, as he splashed down into the clear depths. “You’ve got to swim now, Eric!”


  For a moment or two I stood there, shouting with laughter as I watched Eric floundering around beneath the surface. I knew he wasn’t in any danger, for I could pull him out in a minute.


  Then I saw him straighten out down there under the water and begin to swim. He instinctively used a queer stroke such as I had never seen, keening his arms back along his sides and beating them with a rapid flutter. He shot through the water down there like a rocket, twisting and turning through the waving sea-fans with the ease of a fish.


  A minute had passed and still Eric didn’t come up. He was swimming along down there, shooting this way and that, without showing the slightest sign of distress.


  “Eric!” I yelled in sudden panic. “Come up!”


  He didn’t hear me, of course, down there under the water. He swam swiftly on, darting and turning. I saw the flash of his white face and glimpsed his eyes blazing with excitement.


  He had been down almost two minutes now! And he still was not making any effort to come up, or showing distress. It was so uncanny that my nerve broke. I dived in after him.


  I got hold of his shoulder and pulled him up to the surface by main force, and dragged him onto the shore.


  “You might have been drowned, you crazy fool!” I sputtered. “How on earth did you hold your breath so long?”


  “I wasn’t holding my breath, Frank,” Eric cried. “I was breathing the water.” I stared dumbfoundedly at him. Eric’s black eyes were still blazing with excitement, his breast heaving.


  “Breathing water?” I exclaimed. “You’re crazy! Nobody can do that.”


  “I can!” he declared. “Why, the water was easier for me to breathe than air is—I’d like to have stayed down there for hours.”


  His eyes flashed. “It’s wonderful down there—cool and green and beautiful. I felt as though I were home, somehow.”


  “You’re talking nonsense,” I said shortly. “You may be able to hold your breath a little longer than most people, but that’s all there is to it.”


  “It’s not—I’ll show you that I can breathe the water!” he declared. “You watch!”


  He poised to dive into the green waters again. But then an exclamation from behind us made us both spin around.


  “Eric, what are you doing?”


  It was Eric’s father. He had come along the beach behind us without our hearing him.


  John Leigh’s gray eyes were dilated with something like terror and his thin, aging face was pallid with emotion as he looked at his dripping son.


  “You’ve been in the sea, Eric,” he said in an accusing whisper, his eyes never leaving his son’s face.


  Eric dropped his head guiltily. “Yes, Dad. I didn’t mean to break my promise, but Frank pushed me in.”


  Then Eric’s head came up and the excited elation throbbed in his dark eyes again. “But Dad, listen—I found out something! I found out that I can breathe under water—that I can breathe water just like a fish!”


  “He’s just talking, Mister Leigh,” I put in hastily. “He held his breath down there a long while, that’s all.”


  “It’s not—I breathed the water!” Eric repeated. “And Dad, it’s beautiful down there, more than on the land!”


  I expected John Leigh to get angry and reprimand Eric for this nonsense of his about breathing water. But he didn’t. He just stood, looking at his son, with a queer misery in his eyes.


  “So—it’s come,” he whispered, as though to himself. “I was afraid of it—I was always afraid—”


  Eric looked at his pallid-faced father in some alarm. John Leigh seemed to get a grip on himself.


  “Come along home with me, Eric,” he said unsteadily. “I want to talk to you.” He started back down along the beach. Eric, with a troubled glance at me, followed.


  I watched them go and I felt a little worried. I could see that John Leigh was badly upset by the fact that Eric had been in the sea, and by his crazy claim that he could breathe the water. I felt partly guilty, for having pushed Eric in.


  It was two days later before I saw Eric again.


  “Did your dad punish you for having been in the water?” I asked him.


  Eric shook his head. “No, he didn’t. He just—told me something.”


  “Told you what?” I asked.


  Eric said reluctantly, “I can’t tell you, Frank. It’s something Dad said I mustn’t tell anyone else.”


  I looked at Eric more closely. Somehow, he’d changed since I had last seen him. There was something new and vibrant about him, a flicker of continuous excitement in his eyes.


  I wondered what had changed him, and what it was his father had told him. But I did not find out, for from that time on I saw Eric very seldom.


  He never came any more to my home, as he had used to do very often. Nobody ever saw him in town, or anywhere else, and we supposed that for some reason he was staying close to his home. Yet when I went there looking for him, he wasn’t there, ever.


  Several times, in the next year or two, I thought I saw Eric going in swimming, and went up along the beach to join him. But when I got there, I always found that I had been mistaken, for he was not in sight anywhere in the water.


  Thus in those next two years, I lost contact with him. And when I went away to college, I saw him but once or twice during summer vacations. He hadn’t gone to school, or done anything else, but was simply staying at home yet with his father. Nobody seemed to know just how or where he did spend all his time.


  When my graduation was over, and I came home to live with my family and work in my own father’s office, I learned that Eric’s father had been dead for several months and that Eric himself had been missing for the same length of time.


  Right after John Leigh’s funeral, Eric had disappeared. No one had seen him leaving town, and no one seemed to know where he could have gone. The little cottage was closed up.


  I shook my head, when I heard that. I had always known that Eric was a little queer somehow, and this queer disappearance was just like him.


  Then, driving back home one night, I saw a light in the long-darkened Leigh cottage. I drove in there and went up on the little porch.


  Through the window, I looked into the lamplit living-room. Eric Leigh was in there, sitting at the table with his head buried in his hands. He wore nothing but black swimming shorts.


  When I knocked, he started up and came to the door quickly. He greeted me quietly.


  “Hello, Frank. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you.”


  “Where have you been for all these months?” I demanded.


  Eric’s dark eyes seemed haunted, as he looked past me through the open door, out over the dark sea that we could hear washing against the shore.


  “I’ve been—out there,” he whispered. “And I want to go back, and I can’t—I can’t!”


  “Out there?” I repeated. “You mean you’ve been to sea?”


  “I’ve been out there in the sea,” Eric said somberly. “Far out there with the sea-folk, whose blood is my blood. And I did wrong—and now I’m back here, an exile.”


  I looked at him narrowly. There was something wild and haggard about his face that accorded with his wild words.


  He laughed mirthlessly. “You always did think I was a little crazy, didn’t you, Frank—because I told you that day when I discovered I could breathe water?”


  “I thought you’d forgotten all about that old nonsense of yours,” I said uncomfortably.


  “It wasn’t nonsense, Frank,” he said quietly. “That day when you threw me into the water was the turning-point of my life. For that day, I learned from my father who and what I was.”


  I had sunk into a chair. And now, as I stared at Eric, he began to speak slowly on. He wanted, he said, to tell me just what had happened to him, and how he had gone out to the sea-folk, and why he had had to come back.


  Eric had, he said, felt mingled excitement and anxiety as he followed his father back to the cottage that morning.


  He was excited and bewildered by his newly-discovered ability to breathe the water. He had always longed to go into the sea, it had seemed to call and coax him, and now he had found out that he could live and breathe beneath its surface.


  But also he was anxious and disturbed by his father’s strange emotion. When they reached the cottage, and John Leigh sagged down into a chair, he saw that his father’s lined face was still gray, and that he looked very old as he gazed up at Eric.


  “Why,” he asked, “do you suppose that I have always forbidden you to go into the water?”


  Eric frowned. “I suppose because you were afraid I would get drowned.”


  John Leigh shook his gray head somberly. “No, Eric. It’s because I didn’t want you to find out something about yourself, something that makes you different from other men, even from myself.”


  “You mean—my being able to breathe the water?” Eric asked quickly, excitedly. “You knew about that, Dad?”


  The man nodded heavily. “Yes, I knew. Your lungs are not like ordinary human lungs, Eric. They can breathe air, but they are also supplied with auxiliary surfaces of gill-tissue like that of an aquatic animal, which makes it possible for you to breathe water also, since that tissue is able to extract oxygen from the water.


  “Your whole body differs in other ways from the normal human body. Besides the gill-tissue in your lungs, your body is differently muscled, and is internally braced to make it more impervious to great pressures such as the pressures in deep water. Your eyes are larger-pupilled, more sensitive to light, than the average person’s. Your whole body is partly designed to live under water, rather than in the air.”


  “Then,” Eric asked, staggered, “I’m a sort of freak?”


  “No,” his father said slowly. “You inherited all those physical differences quite naturally, Eric.”


  The boy stared uncomprehendingly. “But you said I was different even from you—”


  John Leigh nodded. “You didn’t inherit those strangenesses from me, Eric. I am an entirely normal, average man. You inherited them from—your mother.”


  “My mother?” the boy repeated bewilderedly. “But you always said my mother was a Spanish girl you met and married down in the West Indies.”


  “I said that, but it was a lie,” John Leigh told him. “I hoped you’d never find out the truth about yourself, Eric. I wanted you to go through life never knowing, never suspecting you were anything but an average man, for I thought you’d be happier so. But now—you’ve found out, and you must be told.”


  John Leigh paused, and his gray eyes looked hauntedly into space, not seeing his son at all as he spoke.


  “It was down in a village in Martinique, fifteen years ago,” he said. “That island is under French rule, and the people in the outland villages are mostly a superstitious class of creoles and blacks who live by fishing.


  “I happened across one of those villages on a freighter cruise, and I liked it. I’d been ordered to take a vacation from business, for my health, and I thought it would be fun to settle down in that little seashore place for a year. The natives were friendly and made me welcome.


  “I fixed up a bungalow on the shore, outside the village. A fat, brown, half-breed old woman named Mama Blois was cook and housekeeper for me. I had a little sailboat and the fishing was always good, and for the next few months I thoroughly enjoyed the life.


  “Then came one of the fall hurricanes. It swept down from the northeast and pounded the island for two days. When it was over, the villagers started to rebuild their huts and clear away the debris. And it was the morning after the storm died, that I encountered something queer.


  “I was walking along the beach below my bungalow, looking at the flotsam that had washed up. There, lying on the beach half covered by the tide, I saw a human body. I ran to it and found that it was a girl.


  “She was white—not pink-white, like myself, but a queer green.-white. She had a great mass of flowing black hair, and her only garment was a sort of tight-fitting little tunic of woven green fibers. And her face was very beautiful.


  “She wasn’t dead, for I could feel her heart beating slowly. I picked her up and carried her into the house, shouting for Mama Blois. But when my fat old housekeeper came and saw me bending over the girl, whom I had placed upon a couch, she uttered a yell of terror.


  “ ‘C’est une du peuple de la mer!’ she cried. ‘It’s one of the sea-folk!’


  “ ‘Sea-folk? What are you talking about?’ I demanded. ‘I found this girl on the beach, and she’s apparently half drowned.’


  “ ‘She drowned?’ hissed the fearful old woman. ‘No, no, M’sieu. The sea-folk cannot drown, any more than fish can drown. They live out all their lives far out beneath the ocean.’


  “And as Mama Blois babbled fearfully on, I learned that many of these natives believed firmly in the existence of the sea-folk, believed that there were men and women in the sea who lived there as we live on land, and who were seldom seen by any person, and were counted bad luck to see at all.


  “ ‘This one—she has been washed ashore by the storm,’ the old woman told me earnestly, crossing herself. ‘Best throw her back in, and quickly, M’sieu.’


  “I told her indignantly to take her superstitions out of there, and not to bother me. And I started to revive this strange girl.


  “I tried artificial respiration on her, to get out the water I supposed was in her lungs. To my surprise, there was no water in her lungs at all. And in examining her, I found out a queer thing. Her body, I could tell even by that quick examination, was not quite normal in very many ways—her whole breathing apparatus appeared to be different.


  “In a few moments, I thought to use stimulants. The girl revived. She opened dark eyes and looked up at me, bewildered. Then, as she looked wildly around, I noticed that she was gasping, panting for breath as though the air were too rarefied for her.


  “She spoke to me, in a humming language I had never heard before. I tried to quiet her. But she continued to plead with me, and meanwhile she was gasping ever more distressedly. I could not understand why she seemed in such agony.


  “She had struggled up from the couch. Through the window, she saw the blue sea a few hundred feet from my cottage. At once, she stumbled past me, through the door, past Mama Blois who fled from her with a shriek of panic, toward the sea.


  “There was a big lagoon of calm water just below my bungalow. The girl plunged into that. Of course I thought she was out of her head, and I splashed out into the sea to save her.


  “Then, out there in the clear, shallow water, I saw something stupefying. The girl was floating under the surface, and I could see that she was breathing the water, gulping it in and out of her lungs as though she were almost starved for lack of it.


  “ ‘The sea-folk!’ I exclaimed incredulously, as I stood there looking at her. ‘Good God, it’s true, then!’


  “There could be no other explanation.


  Unbelievable as it seemed, this girl actually must be a member of a race who dwelt under the water as we dwell in the air.


  “The girl seemed to regain some of her strength, under the water. She looked up at me, and there was a look of shy, half-fearful trust in her face.


  “She stayed in the lagoon. She was badly bruised and hurt, and for the next days she seemed to be regaining her strength. And I spent all my waking hours beside that lagoon, watching her and talking with her.


  “Yes, talking with her. She had a language of her own, one quite strange to me, and gradually she taught it to me. But she could remain out of the water for only a short time, not more than a quarter-hour. After breathing air for longer than that, she would begin to pant and gasp in distress and would have to plunge back beneath the surface.


  “I learned from her that she was indeed of the sea-folk, that her home was with them far out in the Atlantic to the east. There her people, some hundreds of them, lived, avoiding the lands. She, who had wandered too far from them, had been caught by the hurricane and blown upon this island.


  “Strange things she told me of her people and their life beneath the waves, things that reminded me that there had in past centuries been many legends of such a mer-folk who dwelt in ocean. Only a few believed those legends now—but I had proof of their truth before my eyes.


  “Mama Blois had fled in terror, and had carried word to the villagers that a girl of the peuple de la mer was at my place. The superstitious villagers shunned my whole neighborhood like a plague. They avoided me even on the few occasions when I had to go into the village for supplies.


  “Three weeks had passed, and the girl still stayed in the sea near my house. She had completely recovered strength by then, and could have left. But she stayed. For she had come to love me, as I had come to love her.”


  John Leigh’s thin face was white and strange, his eyes haunted with memory as he looked past his dazed son. He seemed speaking, not to Eric but to himself.


  “Yes, I loved her, this strange girl of the sea-folk, this girl of a branch of the human race long separated from our own race. Even though she was of a different world, even though she could remain in the air only for short intervals, we two loved and knew it.


  “We married. Not with the rites of my own people, for that was impossible. It was with the rites of her people, of the sea-folk, a simple mutual declaration.


  “Strange marriage, that—and stranger, our life in the months that followed. For she could stay with me on land, in the air, only for short periods. Then her gasping distress would drive her back to her watery world. And she would swim out and disappear, and not come back to me again until the next night, for she feared to come out of the water by day.


  “It was a dream-life, a dream-love, we shared, yet we were happy. No one came near us in those months, for the superstitious fear of the natives was unabated. I never worried about the future—I was satisfied and happy.


  “But my sea-bride faded. I could see her strength slowly waning as the months passed. Those periods she spent with me in the air were deleterious to her health. And finally, she swam out one night as usual, and did not come back to me the next night, or the next, or the next. I was almost crazy with fear for her, and there was nothing I could do.


  “Then, two weeks later, she came back to me for the last time. That night the full moon was over the water, and the sea was like a great lake of molten silver as I stood there on shore, peering out over the moonlit, heaving ocean and hoping against hope. And then I saw her, swimming in beneath the long, silver waves and holding something tightly in her arms—a little, seaborn baby, that could breathe the water as well as she could. It was her son—our son.


  “She was dying—it had taken the last of her strength to bring me the infant. She died there on the shore, with the great moon-silvered waves breaking on us. I could not bury her in the earth, for I knew she would not have wanted that. So that same night I wrapped her body and watched the waves take it back out into the deeps from which she had come to me.


  “You, Eric, our son, lived. Son of a man of earth, and a girl of ocean! And I found that your infant body, a hybrid of our earthly and watery races, possessed characteristics of both peoples. Your lungs and body were such that you could live either on land or in the sea.


  “I took you, and left that island. For I had determined to bring you up without ever letting you learn your own nature and inheritance. I thought you would be happier so. And so I came to this little Florida town to live, and I forbade you ever to go into the water, since I knew that once you did so, you would learn that you were a son of ocean. It would have been wiser, I know, for me to have taken you far inland. But-—I could not leave the sea. It seemed to hold me closer to the memory of your mother.”


  The deep, yearning eyes of John Leigh clung to the white face of his son, as he concluded.


  “But now you have learned the truth, Eric, and know how you differ from other men. You are, perhaps, the first man ever to descend from both the people of land and the hidden sea-folk whose existence is not even believed now by most land-men.


  “But you must never let anyone know of your descent, your inheritance, Eric. If men knew that you could live and breathe beneath the water, they would consider you a mere half-human freak, a creature alien and a little abhorrent. They would never believe in the sea-folk, even if you told them. And so you must never tell them—you must never let them know about you.”


  Eric Leigh’s brain was spinning from the astounding disclosure he had just heard. The boy stood, dark eyes wide.


  “I—I won’t tell anyone, Father,” he said finally. “But can’t I go into the water again, now that I know?” His face lit up. “You don’t know how beautiful and wonderful it is down there beneath the surface, Father! So cool and green and lovely—you wouldn’t keep me out of it altogether?”


  John Leigh, looking at his son’s wildly excited face, sighed heavily.


  “I know how you feel, Eric. It’s the blood of the sea-folk in you, that calls you to the sea. And I shall not try to keep you from the water now. But you must not let anyone see you or learn about you. Promise me that.”


  “I promise!” Eric cried, his eyes shining.


  So began a new existence for the boy.


  In the days and weeks that followed, he spent most of his time in the sea that washed so close to the secluded little cottage.


  Eric learned that indeed there was no limit to the time he could spend beneath the surface. Elis hybrid lungs and other organs seemed to adjust themselves instantly to the watery environment, and for hour after hour he would swim to and fro under the water, exploring this new world so suddenly opened to him.


  For it was a new world, and a strange one: a cool, green world of silence and shadowy beauty, over which the surface stretched like a quivering silver ceiling that let down the light of sun and moon and stars; a world of enchantment and beauty to Eric Leigh, as he wandered through it enthralled.


  Down there he would smoothly glide, between tall strange forests of green and golden sea-fans and weeds that waved silently to and fro in the currents, like wind-stirred faery glades. The shrimps and seahorses floated by, and the schools of crazy, tumbling mullet broke through the elfin forest like shooting streaks of light.


  And Eric swam down to grottoes of purple coral, set about with dainty gardens of antler-like polyp branches and bright sea-anemones that slowly closed and unclosed. Here crawled the crab and starfish like wise, slow elders of the ocean, and here the scarlet squirrel-fish and the brilliant angel-fish cometed through the waters, while overhead a great, green turtle swam ponderously by.


  Many times Eric Leigh would lie in the sunlit shallows through the long hours of an afternoon, bathed in a golden-green translucence and warmth, rocked by the currents into soothing semi-sleep, carried like a dreaming child by the soft, cradling tide. Or at night when dim milky phosphorescence lit the water, he would swim down through a strange world whose sky was the molten silver surface, and watch the glowing little shrimps and sea-worms float past like watery fireflies, and see the glimmering jelly-fish that drifted like pale ghosts, or the ripples of milky light that spread from the soundless passage of a great fish.


  But not always was the sea a haven of peace and silence, he found. There were times when storm whipped the waters, and the breakers raved roaring into shore, to batter and smash at the coral in white smoke of exploding foam. And Eric Leigh found it wildly thrilling to fight against those raging combers, to struggle and swim until he was about to be flung against the rocks, and then to dive hastily back out into the safety of the calmer depths.


  Eric tried to tell his father of all these things, of the beauty and wonder he found down there beneath the blue sheet of ocean. And John Leigh would nod, half sadly.


  “I know, Eric. Your mother knew that world, and she too told me.”


  “I’d like to go out farther, to see more!” Eric cried. “The sea is so big—twice as big as the land. I’d like to see it all.”


  But John Leigh anxiously cautioned him. “You must not go far, Eric. You must stay close to shore.”


  But more and more as the months and years went past, and his strange, secret existence of which the world knew nothing went on, Eric felt the strong call of the outer ocean.


  The roaring surge and swing of the great waves that rolled in from across half the world seemed to deride him for clinging so dose to shore. They seemed to bring with them a breath of the far-off outer seas, of the great deeps.


  And another emotion pulled Eric’s thoughts to the vastness of the outer sea. As he grew older, as the slow months crept into years, he was feeling more and more lonely.


  He had no friends on the land, for he spent almost all his time in the sea and was considered shy and half-wild and queer by the people of the near-by town. And he had no companions in the long hours he spent in the water.


  It was well enough to chase the schools of mullet merrily, to torment the crawling crabs, to startle the drowsing, huge sea-bass by suddenly grasping its tail. But these were not companionship, and his loneliness grew ever greater.


  When he was past seventeen he asked his father, “Do you think that any of them still live?”


  John Leigh knew whom he meant. “The sea-folk? There must be still some of that hidden race, far out in the ocean.”


  “I’d like to meet them,” Eric said hesitantly. “They’d be like—myself.”


  “No!” his father said alarmedly. “You have blood of the sea-folk in you but you are not one of them, Eric. You must not think that. You are a man of the land, as much as of the sea.”


  But that thought would not leave Eric’s mind. His loneliness, the oppression of his solitude in the waters, grew always greater, and he dreamed more and more of what they might be like, those hidden sea people from whom his mother had come.


  He did not again speak of them to his father, for he had seen the brooding pain on John Leigh’s face, and he knew that the older man was growing ever more frail. But his nostalgia increased, month by month and year by year.


  Then John Leigh died. He died in his sleep at night, after sitting all the previous day and looking out at the ocean. And after his first aching grief subsided a little, Eric felt his former loneliness a thousandfold increased, and could endure it no longer. So he resolved to seek out the sea-folk; for he dimly felt that only they could assuage the nostalgic loneliness that haunted him.


  He went in the early dawn, closing the little cottage and hastening down to the shore to plunge into the waters. He wore in the belt of his short trunks a long, keen knife, and that was his only equipment for the quest upon which he had started.


  He swam straight outward to the east, keeping only a few yards beneath the surface, and steering by the sun. All that day he swam, and the land faded from sight behind him, and around him there was only the watery waste. But he did not feel lonely now, but glad and expectant.


  Every hour he had to stop and rest, floating beneath the surface, letting his tired muscles relax. And twice during the day he caught small fish and ate them as he had learned to do—stripping the dean, raw, white flesh from them for food. He needed no drink—it was only when he was on shore that his water-nurtured body ever felt any sensation of thirst.


  Eric slept that night, his body tightly curled up with head on knees, floating beneath the surface, rocked by the warm, soft currents, breathing the water gently. Twice during the night he was awakened.


  Once it was by a tremor of the water that snapped his super-keen senses into instant wakefulness, to find two white-bellied sharks cutting through the water toward him. In an instant, Eric had drawn his dagger and was ready for them. He had killed sharks and barracuda before this, for he could swim as swiftly as any of them and his knife gave him the advantage. But these two, sensing his alertness, sheered away from him and were gone like evil ghosts.


  The other time a tremor awakened him, it was to realization of a great, vibrating bulk passing nearby. He swam up to the surface and broke through his head to see, on black waters beneath a heavily starred sky, a long liner with row’s of blazing portholes and gayly lighted decks, forging northwest. It was a cruiseship and the brassy din of dance music came across the water to him as he watched. But when it was gone, he sank back beneath the water and slept again.


  When sunlight came down through the water to awake him the next morning, his whole body felt stiff and sore from his previous day’s exertions. He swam for a time hunting small fish, and caught but one. After this meager breakfast, he pushed on toward the east.


  Eric knew there was but the vaguest basis for his quest in this direction. He had but the story of his father to go by, that his mother had come from a people of the sea-folk who dwelt in the northeast. And he knew that in these unfamiliar deeps over which he swam there must be monsters against whom he would be helpless. Yet blind desire for companionship of his kind drove him on.


  Six days in all, Eric swam eastward into the empty sea, and his hope, had begun slowly to die. He was far out in the tropical Atlantic by now, yet he had seen no sign of the sea-folk whom he sought. And discouragement was chilling his eager fervor now.


  Then on the seventh morning, he had a dreadful awakening. He had been sleeping, curled up and floating beneath the surface, when his senses were aroused by the sensation of something approaching him, touching him.


  He snapped into wakefulness—a moment too late. A cold, thick, rope-like tentacle was already tightening around his body, pinioning his arms to his sides. He thrashed frantically in that icy grip, and by the dawnlight filtering down through the green waters he saw the horrid nature of his attacker.


  It was a giant white squid, of a size such as he had never seen before. A great, palpitating white mass, with two huge blank black eyes in a hideous parrot-face, it had reached up with its two longest tentacles for forty feet to grasp Eric.


  The second tentacle was already tightening around him. Though he struggled madly, he could not free his arms to reach the knife at his belt. Wildly kicking the water to resist, Eric felt himself being drawn down toward the enormous, staring eyes and wicked parrot beak of the monster.


  Then through the water there came to his ears a low-pitched, thrumming cry.


  Eric glimpsed a slender white form shooting down toward himself and his attackers from above. It was a girl, he glimpsed—a girl whose dark eyes blazed with excitement in her white face, and in whose one hand was a long shell knife.


  Eric, even in that moment of appalling peril, felt a sudden wild throb of excitement at sight of her. This girl, he knew, was one of the sea-folk, the people he sought.


  She reached him, and her knife hacked at one of the great tentacles holding him. But the tough, thick tentacle defied the shell knife.


  “Get away!” Eric tried to cry to her as she clung to him, as he was drawn down toward the monster.


  The girl suddenly darted clear. Her arms and legs fluttered—she drove down through the water straight toward the hideous body of the squid.


  Eric glimpsed the knife plunged into the palpitating white mass, withdrawn and stabbed again, this time into an eye.


  Next moment, Eric felt himself hurled blindly through the water by a terrific convulsion of the monster. In its pain and alarm it had released him, and was backing down swiftly into the darkness of the lower depths, emitting a cloud of inky black.


  Out of that cloud of roiling blackness, the slim white figure of the girl darted up through the waters toward him, as he rolled and spun from the impetus of the convulsive thrust.


  She gripped his arm, and her lips moved swiftly as she peered urgently into his face.


  Eric heard her. Sound can be conducted by water better than by air. Her speech came to his ears as a low, modulated thrumming.


  “I don’t understand you,” he tried to tell her.


  But his words came forth as a meaningless blur of sound. He did not know the trick of the thrumming speech.


  The girl was staring into his face with astonishment on her features. It was clear to Eric that she was amazed to discover that he was a stranger.


  The sun had risen and the bright light that came down through thirty feet of water to these two who poised floating and facing each other, showed Eric all the details of the sea-girl’s appearance.


  Her skin was white, faintly greenish white. Her clothing was a single garment of woven fibers of dark green sea-grass, a scanty, close-fitting tunic. From the belt of it she had drawn the long knife, which had been shaped from a strong shell.


  Her dark hair streamed back in the water in a floating black cloud. Her face was clear and youthful, and very human in its beauty except for the abnormally large and dark pupils of her eyes.


  She touched him with a doubtful, exploratory finger, as they poised together. A smile came onto her face.


  “Aana,” she said, touching her own breast as her lips pronounced the thrumming word.


  Eric understood. Aana—it was her name.


  He tried to tell her his own name. But it was a long time before he could utter the sound he wanted.


  “Eric,” she finally repeated, smiling.


  He was thrilling to a wild excitement. This girl—she was of the sea-folk, the people whence his mother had come, the folk whose blood ran in his own veins.


  Aana turned in the water with a quick flirt of her body, and pointed eastward, and tugged at his hand. He understood, and when she swam away in that direction, he kept close beside her.


  The girl kept a mere ten feet beneath the surface, her slim, smooth white body seeming to progress through the green water with only the slightest of impetus from her arms and legs.


  Eric swam eagerly beside her. For nearly an hour, they moved eastward. Then he saw that they had come to a great shoal. The oozy bottom here was less than a hundred feet below the surface, and was covered by a forest of submarine pseudo-plants, great purple branches of coral towering up from glades of waving gorgonias and anemones and polyps.


  Presently Aana, with a glance at Eric, bent her head and sped down through the water in a long, descending slant. As he followed her, he saw that ahead there rose from the brilliantly colored sea-forest a high ledge of pale coral. He glimpsed dark, round apertures in the ledge.


  Then Eric realized in amazement that what he saw were the homes of the sea-folk. They had dug out small caves in the soft coral of the ledge, and beside each cavity entrance lay a big coral block with which the aperture could be closed.


  In and out and above and around this weird little community of coral caves, he could see many scores of the sea-folk swimming; men, and girls like Aana, and little children, swimming to and fro through the sunlit green waters, or lounging in little groups among the waving green glades of the bottom.


  From Aana’s lips came a thrumming call, as she and Eric sped down from the upper waters into the sea-village.


  “Nuun!”


  Eric saw the sea-folk look up, and then up like shooting fish darted dozens of them, to cluster around the two.


  They stared at Eric in excited wonder, as they swam back down on either side of him and the girl. He heard many thrumming questions, and heard Aana answering them.


  The girl arrowed down with him into the water and stopped, in front of the ledge, a score of feet from the bottom. As he poised floating with her there, Eric looked around in wonder at the crowd swimming excitedly about him.


  These people were all a greenish white. The men were no larger than the women, all of them dark-haired and dark-eyed, their lithe bodies clad only in the woven grass tunics. All wore the shell knives, and some had also rude stone hatchets helved with bone.


  Women swam with tiny, solemn-eyed sea-babies, and small children curved and darned and rocketed through the throng of their elders in ever wilder excitement.


  Through the floating throng pushed a man before whom the others gave way. Eric sensed that he. was older than the others—his hair was unwhitened, but there was a massiveness and maturity and wisdom in his face.


  “Nuun!” the crowd hailed this older man.


  And to the side of Nuun, Aana swam swiftly, clinging to his arm and speaking rapidly, pointing to Eric.


  Eric saw that Nuun was looking at him, the older man’s dark, wise eyes keenly inspecting him. Finally, Nuun spoke a few words in his deep, thrumming voice.


  Aana’s face flashed brilliant with happiness. And a stir went through the whole crowd poised floating around Eric.


  Eric sensed that he had been accepted by Nuun, as Aana clutched his wrist and spoke eagerly to him. Yet still he could not understand the rapid, humming speech.


  Through the rest of that day, Aana tried to teach him. Floating in the sun-shot waters, above the ledge and the village of coral caves, she earnestly repeated words over and over, pointing to objects or making gestures to explain her meaning.


  Slowly, Eric learned how to reproduce the thrumming water-sounds by a quick vibration of his lips and tongue. The words used by the sea-folk came awkwardly to him, yet he learned a few even that first day.


  And the sea-folk all seemed eager to be friendly to him. They shared their food with him—white, raw flesh of fish, and pungent-tasting sea-snails, and tough green buds of certain of the pseudo-plants.


  When evening came, and the waters began to grow dark, the sea-folk began to retire down into the coral caves, each family to its own. And Aana explained to him with signs and words that it was necessary for safety, since when the darkness claimed the upper waters there came questing up to them strange, monstrous creatures of prey from the eternally sunless depths beyond the shoal.


  Eric was taken into the small coral cave in which Nuun, who he learned was Aana’s father, and Choi, her lithe, smiling brother, lived with her. Choi rolled into place the big coral block that almost closed the entrance, and in the darkness they slept, floating and drifting gently in the water.


  But for long, Eric could not sleep. As his eyes became accustomed to the dark, he looked out through the crack of the entrance still open. And he saw big, shadowy black shapes, formless and mysterious, slithering through the dark sea-glades below the ledge, prowling silently past the closed caves of the sleeping sea-folk. It made all seem strange and unearthly to him.


  But the strangeness passed for Eric, in the days that followed. For rapidly he learned the speech of the sea-folk, and within a few days he was able to talk to Aana, and to Nuun and the others.


  “You are not of our people here,” Nuun told him. “Yet I did not know that there were any of the sea-folk left besides ourselves.”


  Eric explained eagerly. “My mother was of your people, Nuun, but my father was of the land.”


  It seemed to him that as he told them about himself, doubt came into the eyes of Nuun, and even of Aana, and that they looked at him differently when he had finished.


  “So you are half of the land,” Nuun said thoughtfully. “Had I known that, we might not have welcomed you among us. For the land-men have always been the enemies of our people.”


  “But I’m not a land-man!” Eric protested. “And I am no enemy of your people—I came here, seeking you.”


  Nuun still seemed doubtful. “Land-men are strange and cruel,” he said. “Yes, even though they themselves came long ago from among us of the sea.”


  “You mean that you sea-folk existed before there were men on land?” Eric asked.


  “Yes,” said Nuun. “Our traditions tell us that man developed in the sea, not upon the land as the people there may think. Long ago, there were many millions of us sea-folk in the world’s oceans, and there were no men on the savage land.


  “But some of our folk were trapped in an inland sea by a shaking of earth that closed its outlet to ocean. And as that sea dried and shrank, so tradition says, they were forced to seek food on shore as well as in the water, and though at first they could only stay out of water a very little time, like us, they gradually accustomed themselves to longer and longer periods in the air, until at last after some generations they were able to live entirely in the air, and lost the ability to live in the water.


  “They were the progenitors of the land-men, who soon spread over the continents. And these land-men did not look on us sea-folk as human like themselves, but as monsters of the sea whom they killed whenever they met them. So gradually we sea folk were forced to leave the coastal waters in which our home had always been, to retreat from the land-men into waters where they had not yet come.


  “Yet the numbers of the land-men so increased and they so spread over all the continents that in time no coastal waters anywhere were safe for us. We had to flee farther, out into the vast oceans themselves. In the great deeps of the ocean, with their pressures and awful darkness, we could not live. And only here and there could we find hidden shoals like this one where it was possible for us to dwell.


  “So, for very long, we diminishing survivors of the sea-folk have lived hidden in such secret shoals as this one, where there is no land near and where the ships of the land-men seldom come. When they do come, we hide always from them, since we know that they are our enemies from of old. But our numbers are so small now that we who dwell here on this shoal are the only sea-folk left in the ocean.”


  And Nuun asked, “Do the land-men still remember us, or have they forgotten that we ever existed?”


  “They have not forgotten, completely,” Eric told him. “They still have legends of the sea-folk, of mermen and mermaids as they call them, but the legends are not now believed.”


  “That is well,” said Nuun thoughtfully. “If they do not know we exist, they will not come and hunt us.”


  But he added troubledly as he looked at Eric, “I wish that you had not land-blood in you. I fear that it will bring evil upon us.”


  “It won’t!” Eric said earnestly. “I love your people, as much as you do. I would not harm them.”


  “Yes, Father, Eric is one of us,” Aana said anxiously. “Our blood is stronger in him than that of the land-men, for did he not leave the land to seek us out?”


  “That is so,” Nuun admitted. “And I welcome him as one of us, despite his land-blood.”


  Eric entered the sea-folk. And it seemed to him, as the slow days passed without count or sense of time, that among them he had found happiness for the first time in his life.


  For he loved these shy and hidden people of ocean. And, with his own sea-blood throbbing strong in his veins, it seemed to him that their existence was the most beautiful in the world.


  With Aana swimming hand in hand with him, he would drift idly through the warm green sunlit waters of these summer seas, for hour after dreamy hour. Or they would explore the submarine forests of the shoal, diving and arrowing through the solemn groves of endlessly waving, giant sea-fans, and tall trunks of branching purple coral like unearthly cacti, and over gardens of brilliant sea-anemones whose every petal was a tiny, color-tipped tentacle blindly vibrating.


  And with Choi and Aana and the other sea-folk, Eric would chase the big fat food-fish, darting and twisting after them with their woven grass nets reaching, a whirl of curving white bodies and brilliant fish spinning chaotically in the translucent green gloom. And there were thrilling moments when an octopus or squid would be discovered creeping through the waving green groves below the coral caves, and would be attacked and dispatched.


  In their simple, child-like fashion, the sea-folk loved play. If a school of porpoises crossed the quivering quicksilver ceiling of the surface, half the young men and boys in the village would be shooting gleefully up after them, to chase the unwieldy but swift creatures.


  And over and around the village of coral caves constantly rushed the sea-children in wild flight and pursuit of each other. Whole lines of them would rocket crazily upward, until they broke clear from the surface itself, hung for a dazzling moment in the unfamiliar air and sunlight above the heaving watery waste, and then smacked down again into the green depths to continue their crazy chase. The elders would vainly reprimand them for this, since to break surface was to chance being seen by land-men whose ships might be passing.


  Eric loved almost most of all the nights of full moon when the clear waters were so illuminated that there was no danger of the dark creatures of the deeps emerging, and the sea-folk did not need to retire to their coral caves. Then the waters became a black-and-silver world of magic, shimmering with mingled moonlight and phosphorescence, in which each swimming man or girl or child left a glimmering trail of light. Then those of the sea-folk who were lovers swam side by side through the silver silence, each couple apart from the others.


  For there were love and lovers among these sea-folk, Eric found. They mated for life, in their simple, child-like way. And there was death among them too, as he soon learned. Twice within the few months following his joining them, one of the sea-folk met his end—once a man caught among shifting coral rocks, who had been crushed to death, and another a woman who one night was seized and carried off by one of the formless monsters from the deeps.


  Weeks slipped by for Eric without count or sense of time. Then one day he noticed in a corner of the coral cave, a glimmering green jewel.


  He picked it up. It was a blazing emerald, cut and polished and with its viridescent fire undimmed even here in the green waters.


  “Where did it come from?” he asked wonderingly of the others.


  “It is one of the precious stones of the land-men,” Nuun told him. “Choi got it from one of their wrecked ships that lies in the deeps near this shoal.”


  “There are many more bright stones like that one there,” Choi told Eric. “I saw them there, but I only brought this one back.”


  “But this one alone is worth a fortune!” Eric exclaimed. “Could you take me to that wreck, Choi?”


  Before the young man could answer, old Nuun intervened, with a frown on his face.


  “No,” he said. “There is danger there—the pressures in those deeps are bad and the monsters from the lower abysses lurk there sometimes even in daytime.”


  And he added thoughtfully to Eric, “It is your land blood that makes you want such things. We of the sea know better than to seek beauty in such things, when beauty is all around us.”


  Eric saw the disapproval of himself on Nuun’s face, and the distress in Aana’s eyes, and so he said nothing more.


  But later, Choi took him aside, and the sea-youth told him with a grin: “My father thinks too much of danger—he is old. I will take you down to that wreck, and we will say nothing to him of it.”


  “Can we go now?” Eric asked eagerly, and Choi nodded.


  “Yes, but be sure you have your knife. You may need it.”


  The two slipped unnoticed out of the community of the sea-folk, and Choi led the way eastward. They swam for several miles above the waving submarine forests of the shoal, and then came to the place where the shoal slanted down into the greater deeps.


  “The wreck lies on a shelf far down this slope,” Choi told Eric. “We cannot swim down into those depths without weight to carry us down.”


  The sea-youth had brought cords of woven fibers. With these he tied to the waists of Eric and himself two blocks of heavy coral, that would weight them down.


  “See that you keep close beside me,” Choi told him then. “And if the pressure begins to distress you too much, do not hesitate to rise.”


  Eric signed his understanding. And Choi dived downward and he followed, the two youths arrowing down in oblique descent above the descending slope. At first, they fell rather than swam, from the weight of their blocks. But as they penetrated deeper, their fall slowed and they must swim also.


  The oozy slope dropped steadily back past Eric as he and his guide went deeper. Rapidly, the translucent green waters changed into a brilliant, radiant blue.


  The blue darkened to purple. Still they swam ever deeper, down and down. Now there were different creatures in the water about them than in the upper waters: long siphonophores and pallid angler-fish and spider-crabs crawling amid the oozy pseudo-plants on the slope.


  Eric’s head began to ring from the pressure, and he found it harder to breathe the water. Even his body, with its inherited bracing against water pressures, was affected by the compression at these depths. He began a little to regret this expedition.


  Choi swam deeper, with vigorous strokes. He turned every few moments to look back, his face a half-visible white blur in the deepening darkness. Eric looked down and saw below a broad shelf that was several hundred feet wide and that jutted out horizontally from the slant of the great slope.


  In dim, eternal dusk lay this shelf, covered by ooze of ages in which crabs and squid crawled amid monstrous-looking bunched anemones and sea-slugs that crowded the space between slimy rocks.


  Near the edge of this shelf lay the rotting hull of a ship.


  Eric alighted with Choi on the shelf, the weight of their coral blocks bringing them gently to rest in the ooze. They struggled through the slime toward the wreck.


  Eric’s head was ringing more strongly from the pressure, and his voice was thick in the water.


  “It’s an old Spanish galleon,” he tried to tell Choi, but the sea-youth did not understand.


  “The bright stones are here,” Choi said, leading the way onto the rotting deck.


  There was a hole in the deck. Eric followed Choi toward it. A little squid shot startledly out of it as they approached and lowered themselves through the jagged aperture.


  They found themselves in the oozy aftercabin. Two white skeletons were here, caught between rotted timbers, their bony limbs swaying gently back and forth in the currents as they had done for centuries.


  Choi was stooping over a corroded coffer. Even in that darkness, there came a smothered blaze of light from the emeralds and rubies inside it, as he opened it.


  Eric scooped up a handful. It thrilled him to think that he held in his hand gems that had lain here on the sea-floor for centuries. He stood for a moment, turning them over and over admiringly in his hand.


  Then a wild, thrumming cry from Choi stabbed his ringing ears.


  “Eric! Look out!”


  Eric whirled around in the dark water. Then he froze. A hideous, reptilian head was questing down through the hole in the deck above them.


  It was the head of such a creature as he had never seen before—a great white sea-snake from the depths, whose semi-phosphorescent body was more than a foot in thickness and seemed many yards long.


  The enormous eyes had a pale crimson glow in them as they peered down at the two petrified youths.


  Then like a flash of dull white light, the sea-snake struck down through the hole at Eric. But Choi, his shell knife in his hand, leaped in the same moment at the striking head, and the creature missed Eric.


  Eric drew his knife and leaped in to help Choi, who was clinging to the monster’s neck as its coils looped down into the dark cabin. And as he leaped, Eric heard a horrible, thrumming cry of agony unutterable.


  The monster had turned and had sunk its fangs into Choi’s side. Eric sprang madly upon it and stabbed furiously just behind the hideous head, with his blade.


  The sea-snake’s coils flexed in a wild convulsion of recoiling motion. Eric was flung back against the rotting wall. He grabbed Choi and slashed loose the coral block tied to his waist, and then with another sweep of his knife cut loose his own weight.


  Instantly he and Choi shot upward through the hole in the deck with terrific speed. Eric had a moment’s sensation of nightmare rush up through the dark waters and then blackness came over his senses.


  When he recovered, he was floating in sunlit green water only a few yards under the surface. Choi floated in the water nearby.


  The sea-youth was dead. Elis body was hideously black and swollen, from the poison in the sea-snake’s fangs.


  “Choi!” Eric cried wildly, and tried frantically to revive him, but it was useless.


  In wild remorse, he cursed the jewels whose lure had made him take Choi to his death. Then, after a time, he swam back with the body toward the village.


  The sea-folk came gathering quickly around when they saw the dead youth. Their wails arose. And when Aana and Nuun appeared, the girl flung herself forward to her brother’s body in an agony of sorrow.


  Nuun looked at his dead son. And then he looked at Eric.


  “How came Choi to be bitten by one of the great snakes of the depths?” he asked.


  Slowly, Eric told him. And Nuun’s heavy face grew dark as he heard.


  “Your land blood has brought my son to death,” he said accusingly. “Yes, because you coveted the shining stones that all land-men covet, you have ended the life of Choi.”


  Eric could not deny the bitter accusation. His own heart was torn with grief and guilt.


  “The fault is mine,” he said. “I would not blame you for taking vengeance on me.”


  “We of the sea have nothing to do with vengeance,” Nuun told him. “But you cannot stay any longer among us. You have shown that you are of the land, not the sea. Go back then to the land.”


  “Not that!” Eric cried to him. “I’d rather suffer any punishment than to leave.”


  “He meant no wrong, Father,” Aana pleaded. “Do not exile him thus.”


  “He is of the land,” Nuun said heavily. “Let him go back, and never return to the sea-folk.”


  The others watched in solemn silence, and Eric perceived that Nuun’s wall was not to be changed.


  Stunned, he started to swim away. Aana swam after him, and clung to him for a moment.


  “Eric, I love you—I know you love me!” she cried to him. “If ever my father relents, as some day he may do, I shall come and tell you, so that you can come back to us. Tell me how I can find you.”


  Eric told her, as best he could, his mind still overwhelmed by what had happened.


  “I shall be waiting,” he told her. “I’ll wait forever, Aana.”


  And so he left them. He was conscious of nothing but bitter sorrow, of a tearing grief, as he swam slowly westward in the next days.


  He would almost have been glad had he fallen victim to some sea-creatures in those days. But he had not. And so at last, he had come safely to shore by night, and had found the little cottage just as he had left it months before.


  That is the story that Eric Leigh told me. As he talked, he had been looking, not at me, but through the open door of the cottage, at the sea that surged and tumbled, silver beneath the moon. His eyes were dark and wide, his voice a slow, brooding whisper as he finished.


  “That is all, Frank. I am back here on the land now, an exile from my own people. But some day maybe Nuun will relent and Aana will come. When she does, she will find me waiting.”


  I said nothing. And when Eric looked at my face he must have realized what I thought of his story.


  “You don’t believe, Frank?”


  I stirred uneasily in my chair. “Well—”


  “It’s all right,” he said heavily. “I could hardly expect anyone to believe. But it’s all true—it’s true.”


  I cleared my throat. “Eric, you always did have too much imagination. I don’t know whether you’re serious or not about this tale of yours. But if you are, I’d say that a good psychoanalyst—”


  He smiled mirthfully. “I could prove the whole thing to you right now, Frank, by going out there into the water and staying under for an hour or so. That would convince you, wouldn’t it?”


  I told him hastily, “I’d stay out of the sea if I were you, Eric.”


  I was thinking that this queer delusion he had, this belief that he could live and breathe under the water, might very well cause his death by drowning if he went into the water and tried it.


  “I won’t tell anyone this story, Eric,” I said as I left him that night. “If I were you, I wouldn’t repeat it to anyone else.”


  He smiled queerly again. “I won’t, Frank. And thanks for listening.”


  I did not see Eric Leigh very often in the next few months. He almost never left the cottage, and I had not the time to look in on him very often.


  Also, to tell the truth, I had not much inclination, for it made me uncomfortable to be near him.


  He and his father had always been considered queer, and it seemed quite evident to me that his father’s prohibition of his swimming had so worked on Eric’s brooding, unstable mind that he had in unconscious compensation come to think of himself as descended from a sea people. And it was obvious that by now he thoroughly believed in his own dream.


  I tried once to clear up the matter by finding out just where Eric had really been during those months of his absence. But no one seemed to know that. At least, nobody had seen him leave town or return.


  When I did stop to see him, Eric was always sitting on the shore near his cottage, looking out across the water, and he always seemed to have a queerly intent and listening expression on his face. I knew that he was thinking of his delusion, and so I never felt like staying long with him.


  The Cuban who had a house a little farther down the shore from Eric’s cottage told me that he believed Eric spent every night out on the shore, sitting and sleeping or watching. I asked him if he had seen Eric in swimming, but he hadn’t. I was glad of that, and began to have hopes that he might grow out of his delusion, in time.


  But, almost a year after he told me that strange story, the end came. It came on a stormy spring night, when the winds were howling and the ocean raging in all along the coast, battering with big black waves whose hubbub of thunder was audible even on the highway.


  As I drove past Eric’s cottage on the road late that night, a man ran out into my headlights and flagged me down. It was the Cuban, and he was badly excited. He told me that Eric had just drowned himself.


  The Cuban told me what he knew, as I hurried with him to Eric’s cottage. He said that he had heard a queer cry over the roar of the waves, and had gone out onto his porch to see whence it came. And, looking north along the shore, he had seen Eric Leigh standing there on the shore, where he had kept vigil so many days and nights.


  He said that Eric seemed wildly excited, and was shouting out into the heaving black sea. Eric had rushed into his cottage, and in a few moments had come out again, wearing only swimming-trunks and with a knife at his belt.


  The Cuban had seen Eric fling himself right out into the piling black breakers. He never came up at all, the man added. He must have drowned instantly.


  “Crazee, he was!” the Cuban assured me as we hurried on to the cottage. “All these time, he just sit and sit and watch, and then tonight he plunge in the sea like he’s in an awful hurry.”


  We reached the cottage, and I peered anxiously out across the dark, storm-driven rollers that were thundering up onto the shore and breaking with explosion of white foam that the howling wind flung into our faces.


  I could not see the head of any swimmer out in those giant black waves, and indeed, it required but one glance to see that no swimmer could live a minute in that sea. So we went into the lamplit cottage.


  Eric’s discarded clothing lay on the floor. On the table was a wisp of paper on which was a hasty scrawl. I recognized my name at the top, and picked the paper up.


  “Frank, Aana has come,” read the scrawl. “She has just called—Nuun is dying and has relented, and I can return. I am going back with her—”


  Sadly, I folded the paper. “He thought he heard her,” I said pityingly, to myself. “He thought he heard her calling him from out there in the sea, and he went in answer. Poor devil.”


  “The cry—the first cry I heard—did come from out there in the water,” the Cuban told me.


  I turned, incredulous. “You must be wrong. No boat or swimmer could have been out in that surf tonight.”


  “I heard it,” he insisted stubbornly. “It’s a queer kind of cry—kind of humming, yet speaking, too—”


  I stood for a moment, a queer suspicion in my mind. But hastily I shrugged it aside.


  “You just heard the humming of the wind out there,” I told him. “That must have been what poor Eric heard, too. Well, we can’t start any search for his body until morning.”


  A thorough search was made in the next few days, at my direction. But we never found Eric’s body.


  That fact, and the statement of the Cuban about the cry from out in the sea, bothered me a little. I tried to get him to admit he had been wrong, but lie insisted that he had heard a long, thrumming cry from out in the waters, before Eric had leaped in.


  I still think often about the thing. It seems quite obvious, of course, that Eric Leigh brooded over his strange delusion so long that he came finally to believe that his imagined sea-girl was calling him that stormy night, and that he forthwith plunged in and drowned. It is the only reasonable explanation.


  Yet, we are not always reasonable. There are times when I like to think that Eric’s incredible tale may have been sure, that it may not have been mere delusion that called to him from the waves that night, but his Aana, come from far to summon back the exile; and that, instead of perishing, he swam out and out with her, and far and far—the son of ocean, the sea born, going back to his own at last.


  THE NIGHT THE WORLD ENDED


  Thrilling Wonder Stories, September 1940


  ROSCOE VOSS FOLDED his chubby hands over his plump V stomach, and stared with round-eyed, assumed innocence at his two visitors.


  “Atomic power?” echoed the plump little promoter. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, gentlemen.”


  One of the two men—the tall, haggard, blond young scientist who had given his name as Chad Walters—made an impatient gesture.


  “Voss, you’re lying,” he retorted accusingly. “You have the secret of atomic power in your possession now. Clyde Finchley discovered the secret and perfected a practicable cyclotron-turbine. But he died a week ago. The model of his cyclotron was missing from his laboratory after his death. You always wanted that secret, so you stole the model, Voss!”


  Roscoe Voss looked indignant. “See here, you two. You may be big scientists up at Gotham University, but you can’t come here and insult me with such accusations. I hardly knew Clyde Finchley. I called on him a few times only because he wanted me to finance his project. I don’t believe he ever perfected atomic power. It’s all a pipe-dream.”


  Young Chad Walters, and the older, graying man—Doctor Thaddeus Leigh—looked in silence at the fat promoter for a moment. Then Walters spoke bitterly.


  “You’re not fooling us, Voss. We know you took that cyclotron. And we know you are planning to sell it to the warring nations abroad. For the sake of money, you’re willing to let loose atomic power to devastate the world. You can’t do that!”


  Doctor Leigh, the elderly astronomer, spoke for the first time. He had a heavy, brooding voice.


  “No, Voss. You must give us that cyclotron. It’s the last chance to save a small number of human beings from the coming catastrophe.”


  “Coming catastrophe?” Voss repeated. He sneered. “What are you talking about?”


  “The Earth, and all its people are going to perish within a few days, perhaps within a few hours,” Thaddeus Leigh replied. The astronomer spoke softly, as though explaining to a child. “A great mass is rushing toward Earth from outer space—an asteroid that has broken from its orbit and is heading toward Earth. When it strikes this planet, everything on Earth will be destroyed.”


  “What are you trying to pull?” Voss snorted. “Why, if there was anything like that heading toward us, the newspapers would be screaming about it.”


  Leigh shook his gray head sadly. “No, Voss. Astronomers discovered the asteroid’s approach. They agreed to keep it silent until the end. There is no purpose in torturing Earth’s people with useless panic in the last hours. Not until the asteroid enters our atmosphere, and starts to glow, will it become visible. It will spiral quickly around Earth and then—strike!”


  Incredulity showed plainly in every line of Roscoe Voss’ chubby pink face.


  But young Chad Walters earnestly continued the appeal.


  “That’s why you must give us Finchley’s cyclotron, Voss! I’m a physicist, you know. When Doctor Leigh told me of the coming disaster, I constructed a rocket that would enable a handful of humans to escape. We might have a chance to keep our race alive on another world. But that rocket can’t leave Earth without power—atomic power. Finchley’s cyclotron was to have propelled it. Nothing but the cyclotron can make it work . . .


  VOSS chuckled. His chuckle deepened into a laugh, and his whole fat body shook with mirth.


  “I’ve got to hand it to you two—you certainly are ingenious,” he declared. “It takes brains to think up a cockeyed story to scare me into giving up what you’re not sure I even own.”


  “You fool, we’re telling you the truth!” cried Chad Walters. His haggard face went livid with emotion. He snatched out a pistol and leveled it at the promoter’s chest. “Where’s that stolen cyclotron, Voss? Where have you hidden it? Talk fast or I’ll shoot.”


  Voss eyed him calmly.


  “I’ll tell you nothing. And you won’t shoot. If you do, you know you’ll never learn anything from me.” Chad Walters stood quivering, his finger trembling on the trigger, his blue eyes blazing.


  “Don’t shoot, Chad!” Doctor Leigh said quickly. “If you kill him, we won’t have even a hope of finding the cyclotron.”


  Walters slumped, lowering his gun defeatedly. Roscoe Voss snorted in disgust.


  “Your wild little Muff didn’t work, eh? Now, gentlemen, I suggest that you get out of here. I’m a busy man.” That night, Roscoe Voss strolled through Central Park on his after dinner constitutional. He hated walking, but his physician had warned him that he must reduce. He made the hated stroll religiously.


  As he walked along the dark gravel path, the fat little promoter looked up at the starry sky. It was blazing with all the radiance of all the summer constellations. He chuckled again as he thought of the bluff that Leigh and Walters had attempted.


  “Wanted that cyclotron bad,” he muttered in satisfaction. “But they’ll never get it. And they’ll never find it where I’ve hidden it. The warring nations will bid billions for a weapon like that. Billions—for me!” Suddenly Voss heard a quick step behind him. He started to whirl around. Something crashed down on his head. He fell unconscious.


  When consciousness returned, he was lying flat on his back. By the gravel he felt under him, he knew he was still on the path in the park. Above him stretched the magnificent sky of brilliant stars.


  He tried to get up, found he could not move. He has been bound hand and foot, and fastened securely. He couldn’t move a muscle or even turn his head as he lay flat on his back. Two men were bending over him.


  “What is this—a holdup?” he snarled. “You?” he shouted.


  It was Chad Walters and Doctor Leigh. On the two men’s starlit faces was a strange, fatalistic look. That look somehow chilled Roscoe Voss.


  “You’re going to die, Voss,” said Chad Walters. “Everyone is going to die. The few who might have escaped in my rocket will perish, too, because you wouldn’t give up the cyclotron.” Walters’ voice rose shrill with torture.


  “You damned money-grabber! You’ve doomed our one chance for racial survival. And when the end comes, you’re going to realize that. I followed you and knocked you out so I could enjoy seeing you squirm and squeal before the end comes!”


  DOCTOR LEIGH’S voice was heavy, reproachful.


  “Chad, my boy, this will do no good. Let the man go. He will soon be dead, anyhow, like all of us.”


  “No!” raged Walters. “When the end comes, I want to hear, him screeching for mercy. I want him to realize what he’s done!”


  Roscoe Voss, pinioned down, listened in amazement. The two men stood over him, darkly outlined against the star-blazing sky . . .


  “What are you talking about?” the promoter cried. “Are you trying to tell me that story of yours about an asteroid is true?”


  “Yes,” replied Doctor Leigh wearily. “My latest check, two hours ago, showed that the asteroid is quickly nearing Earth’s atmosphere. At any moment—”


  “Look!” shouted young Walters. His voice was a trembling, terrible cry as he pointed a shaking finger at the sky.


  The two men stared, stricken, petrified. And Roscoe Voss, bound and lying on the path, could see better than the other men.


  The cold of horror pulsed through the promoter’s veins, a throb of icy, hideous fear.


  Up amid the stars, a bright red point had appeared. It was a crimson spark, slanting across the stars in a gliding course. Growing swiftly in size, it was quickly burgeoning into a brilliant, blazing moon.


  “My God!” Voss gasped. “Is that the—”


  “The asteroid!” Doctor Leigh said resignedly. “It’s already slanting down through Earth’s atmosphere, blazing from the heat of friction. It will spiral around Earth and then, strike. When that happens . . .”


  “Man will be ended!” sobbed Chad Walters. “If only I could have saved a few!”


  Roscoe Voss was shaken by a terrible fear. He saw the blazing Fire Moon cutting across the heavens toward the horizon. It was an appalling spectacle. Long trails of fire streamed behind it, paling the stars.


  A fierce wind began to rise and scream around him. He heard the distant yells of terrified men and women, above the rising gale. The stars had changed to a pallid, greenish hue in the zenith.


  “The air-tides caused by the asteroid’s passing,” yelled Thaddeus Leigh. “They’ll be worse when it rushes back. It’ll be near the ground.”


  “Can’t we escape?” screamed the terrified voice. “Your rocket—Is there still time to install the cyclotron?”


  “No, there isn’t!” Chad Walters shouted. “You wouldn’t believe us when we told you what was going to happen. You wrecked the only chance that a remnant of humanity, might survive.”


  “Wait, Chad—There might still be time!” Doctor Leigh cried, with haggard hope on his redly illuminated face. “Your rocket’s right over in Jersey. It’ll be at least an hour before the asteroid strikes. Maybe you could get the cyclotron and install it in that time. We might be able to get away with a few people from Earth—”


  “I’ll tell you where the cyclotron is hidden if you’ll take me in the. rocket!” blurted Roscoe Voss. “It’s where I put it when I stole it from Finchley’s laboratory after he died. I’ve got it in an apartment I secretly rented. I’ll tell you where—”


  He stammered the address. Chad Walters stiffened.


  “Come on, Doctor,” cried the young scientist.


  “But what about Voss?” objected the older scientist.


  “Leave him here,” Walters yelled. “We’ve got to get that cyclotron at once.”


  THE two men darted away. Voss, unable to turn or move, yelled after them. His words were swept away in the screaming wind.


  “Wait!” he shrilled wildly. “You’ve got to take me with you in that rocket! You can’t leave me here to die!”


  There was no answer, except the raging of the gale and the dim tumult of distant, terrified shouts.


  Voss’ throat was dry with terror. He was doomed—doomed like the rest of Earth. He had thrown away his chance to live. He must die when the asteroid collided . . .


  He shouted hoarsely again. But no one answered, no one came near. He sobbed, for he realized that in the panic, nobody would be in the park.


  Then his shouts smothered in his throat. He stiffened in his bonds, glaring wildly at the flaming sky. The asteroid was streaking up in the west.


  Its quick, spiral rush around Earth had been completed.


  Now it was a gigantic blazing white sphere that covered a third of the sky. Rapidly it was growing larger with each swift, ominous moment.


  Voss knew it was flashing toward Earth’s surface at horribly increased speed. The tremendous collision would soon occur.


  “I’m going to die!” he howled over the wind and tumult. “I’m going to die!”


  The blazing, pitted face of the asteroid loomed colossal now, filling the heavens overhead. As Voss lay helpless, looking up at it with dilated eyes, he saw that the glowing celestial monster was slowly rotating.


  He uttered a prolonged, screeching cry of terror. The whole sky above him roared into flame. He heard a rising, screaming roar. And then he slipped into merciful unconsciousness . . .


  ROSCOE VOSS felt someone chafing his wrists. He opened his eyes dazedly. He lay in a strange, lighted room of enormous size. A big round hall, it had a domed white ceiling which arched high above.


  There were circular rows of seats all around him. Near him towered a vast, queer mechanism shaped like a giant dumb-bell.


  Blue-uniformed policemen were gathered around him, cutting his bonds. Voss staggered to his feet. He found he had been lying on the mass of gravel that was spread on the floor of the room.


  “I’m alive!” Voss choked out, tears streaming down his fat face. “The end of the world—It didn’t come, after all!”


  “Say, are you drunk or crazy, mister?” demanded a husky cop.


  Another patrolman was reporting to a puzzled captain.


  “I can’t understand it, sir!” the policeman was saying. “The watchman here had been overpowered and tied up. That gravel was all spread around on the floor, and this man was tied and thrown down on the gravel. A big wind-machine was going full blast at him. And the Planetarium’s ‘Night the World Ended’ show had just been run off.”


  A horrible suspicion came to Roscoe Voss.


  “Planetarium?” he cried. “You mean this is—”


  “Sure, this is the Planetarium,” said, the captain crisply. “Now maybe you’ll tell us just what this business all means.”


  Dismaying realization washed over Roscoe Voss, He had been tricked, neatly duped by Chad Walters and Doctor Leigh!


  The two scientists, he knew, had wanted to get hold of Finchley’s cyclotron, to keep the secret of atomic power from being used for war. And they had laid this plan to scare him into giving them the secret!


  THEY had prepared it by warning Li him of an asteroid approaching Earth. Then they had stunned him while he took his nightly walk in Central Park. They dragged him while still unconscious into the Planetarium and fastened him down. He couldn’t see anything but the artificial sky overhead. They had run off the Planetarium’s famous spectacle, “The Night the World Ended,” with all its realistic sound, effects.


  And they had terrified him so into •telling them where the cyclotron was. By now, Voss knew, the two scientists had the mechanism—and it was the only model!


  “I’m waiting to hear what this was all about, mister,” declared the police captain again.


  Voss groaned inwardly. He couldn’t complain to the police about the cyclotron being stolen from him. He himself had originally stolen it from Finchley’s laboratory. There was nothing he could do. Billions, lost!


  “It was all a practical joke, I guess,” he told the captain falteringly.


  And, bitterly, he told himself that that was the truth. It was a joke, indeed—and the joke was on him . . .


  MURDER ASTEROID


  Thrilling Wonder Stories, October 1940


  BURGIN WAS A better meteor-miner than mathematician, but he knew well enough that a half million Earth dollars was more than a quarter million. That was why there was murder in his heart as he steered the battered little space-cruiser toward the tiny gray asteroid.


  Burgin’s heavy face was impassive but there was a cunning glint in his eyes as he glanced at his partner. Steve Holt’s lean, young form was sprawled in the space-chair, and the youth wore a puzzled frown as he stared into the asteroidal jungle they were traversing.


  “I don’t see why you want to make a landing on that little planetoid,” Holt complained. “There won’t be anything on it worth digging. What’s a few dollars more, when we’ve already got such a big haul?”


  Holt looked back fondly at the heavy sacks of platinum, tantalum and other rare metals in the main cabin—the fruit of weeks of monotonous, toiling exploration and mining of the Belt’s meteors.


  “We’ve been „ mighty lucky—that metal will bring a half million at least,” Steve Holt went on, his gray eyes sparkling. “I want to get back to my family with the good news. Why don’t we just head for Ceres spaceport, instead of halting at that cinder ahead?”


  “Because,” Burgin replied weightily, “there may be a bigger haul on that little planetoid than all we’ve got now.” Holt looked incredulous. “On that thing? Why, I doubt if there’s an ounce of dense metal on it—it looks like another chunk of aluminum compounds.”


  “Yes,” Burgin agreed, “but you notice its queer, skull-like shape? Well, there’s a story that it was on just such a skull-shaped asteroid that old John Haddon buried his loot!”


  Steve Holt gasped. “John Haddon, the great space-pirate of a hundred years ago? Why, they say his treasure was worth tens of millions!”


  “Sure, and maybe this little cinder is where he stowed it,” Burgin declared. “We’re going to have a look, anyway.” He glanced at his young partner. His story was going over. Holt, he was certain, had been convinced by his lie. The lure of treasure had got the boy, Burgin thought with a chuckle.


  The little space-cruiser throbbed on toward the tiny gray asteroid. It did have a curious skull-like shape—that was why Burgin had invented the story he had just told. The asteroid was very small, though—really no more than a meteor a few hundred feet across.


  The cruiser’s rocket-blasts as it contacted the tiny asteroid actually sent the minute celestial body bouncing away a little, before the ship’s vacuum, anchors caught and held.


  “This planetoid has less mass than our ship, even,” grinned Steve Holt. “But if Haddon’s loot is buried here—” Yes, the treasure-bug had bitten quickly and deep. The youth was on fire to get out and search. So the two, climbed into their space-suits, grasped their steelite prospector-picks, and stepped out through the airlock.


  The magnetized shoes of their suits were ho good on this cindery little world of super-light substance. Standing there beneath the star-jewelled sky of the Belt, they looked around.


  “If Haddon left some kind of marker—” Holt’s eager voice came over the suit-phone.


  “There!” Burgin cried, pointing his arm toward a nearby hump on the pocked gray surface of the asteroid.


  Holt turned eagerly to stare. It was Burgin’s chance, and he took it. He raised his steelite pick and with a terrific swing, drove its sharp point through the back of his partner’s space-suit and deep into his body.


  Steve Holt staggered, stumbled drunkenly around, the pick still projecting from his back. For a terrible moment he looked at Burgin, his face ghastly inside the glassite helmet.


  “Why—” choked Holt.


  He slumped forward, sprawled on the asteroid’s pitted gray surface, against the side of the little space-cruiser.


  “That does for him,” Burgin muttered, breathing hard.


  The silence of the tiny planetoid suddenly became intensified. Staring down at the dead man, Burgin abruptly realized himself alone with the infinite, with the watching eyes of the stars.


  “Hell, I won’t get nervous now,” he told himself. “This was the best way to do it—on some little planetoid like this where no one will ever land to find his body. If I’d done it in space and tossed his body out, it might have been found floating. But this way—”


  He re-entered the cruiser, slammed shut the heavy door and shed his suit. He gazed with kindling eyes at the heavy sacks of metal.


  “I’m worth a half-million dollars, soon as I get this stuff to Ceres spaceport,” he exulted. “Me a rich man! I can take it easy, travel over the whole System in luxury. Liquor, women—”


  He started up the rocket-motors and took off with a blast of fire.


  He was tired, from the weeks of toilsome meteor-mining and from reaction to the murder he had just committed. Well, it wasn’t far to Ceres, the big asteroid that was the rendezvous of the meteor-miners and the outpost of System civilization and law. He could set the automatic space-pilot to take him to Ceres, and be rested and ready to enjoy his new wealth when he got there.


  BURGIN’s sleep was not troubled by any remorseful dreams in the hours that followed. He lay sprawled in the cabin bunk while the automatic pilot headed the cruiser for Ceres. Now and then the sharp buzz of the meteor-warning half-awakened him, but each time the click of the mechanical pilot adjusting the cruiser’s course to avoid obstructions reassured Burgin and he fell back into sleep.


  When a prolonged buzzing finally awakened him, he looked through the prow-window and saw Ceres ahead.


  Burgin took over and brought the cruiser down with a rush onto the flat spaceport that was rimmed with offices and other buildings. He saw men start to hurry out toward his ship.


  “Want to know what luck we had,” he chuckled. “Wait till they see these sacks.”


  When he opened the door and stepped out into the pale gold sunlight and thin air of Ceres, a Planet Police officer faced him.


  “Well, did you strike it rich this time, Burgin?” the officer asked, noting down on his pad the ship’s arrival-time.


  “Did we?” Burgin crowed. “A half million in metal at least!” Then his face sobered. “But Steve Holt, my partner—he was caught in an accident. Out on a big planetoid—we were digging ore and the rock shifted and crushed. I buried him there—poor Steve.”


  “Is that so?” said the Planet Police man. “Then how do you account for that, Burgin? That’s your pick, isn’t it?”


  And he pointed down to the ground beside the ship. There lay Steve Holt’s body, the pick still protruding from his back!


  Burgin stared, and heard a roaring in his ears. The ghastly realization of his own stupidity rushed over him.


  He had left Steve’s body on the asteroid, yes. But, as Steve had remarked, that tiny asteroid had less mass than the cruiser. So, when the cruiser took off, Steve’s body had been attracted by the heavier of the two masses, the ship instead of the asteroid.


  The body had clung by the law of gravitational attraction to his cruiser, all the way to Ceres, while he had slept unsuspecting., It had fallen with him to this spaceport field as he landed. And it lay now in the pale sunlight, with its dead eyes looking up at Burgin in a stare of glassy triumph.


  WACKY WORLD


  Amazing Stories, March 1942


  THE DULL RED planet was expanding across the heavens with frightening speed. The rocket fell toward it with its snouted prow spewing fire to check its fall. Shrill scream of splitting air came to the two men inside the craft.


  Young Brett Lester felt a climbing nausea as he was flung forward against the recoil straps. He gulped and choked and tried to look downward at the surface of Mars. He saw a flat red plain with a sprawling black blotch in the north.


  Hoskins, who held the pilot chair, was fighting hard to keep the rocket from spinning as it fell. His square, competent face was a strained brown mask as his stubby fingers jabbed the firing buttons. There was a final blast of rockets that shook Lester’s brain, a jarring, tumbling thump, and then numb silence.


  They were on Mars. Lester knew it, and awe possessed him. For the first time, men had left Earth and crossed to a neighbor planet. He struggled for words with which to epitomize this historic moment.


  But Hoskins spoke first. The older engineer was tenderly fingering his thigh, and an expression of great joy spread across his face.


  “I think my boil just broke,” he said.


  Lester felt dashed and disgusted. “Your boil!” he cried. “Here we are, the first men ever to land on Mars, and what’s the first thing we start talking about? Your boil!”


  Hoskins stared. “That boil’s been devilling me for weeks. You try sitting on a boil, and see how you like it.”


  “All right, all right, let’s forget about your boil!” Lester cried, his lean young face excited. “We’re on Mars, man—can’t you get that through your thick, unimaginative skull?”


  Hoskins stared out the window. Through the thick quartz glass could be seen nothing but a desert of drifting red sand, marching dunes and ridges that cut off their vision a few hundred feet away.


  “Yeah, we made it,” said Hoskins abstractedly. “Now if we just get back safely, we’ll have added a lot of data to rocket mechanics science.”


  “Is rocket mechanics all you can think of?” demanded Lester. “Here’s a whole unknown world in front of us.” Hoskins shrugged his square shoulders. “It’s not unknown. We know from the astronomers just what Mars must be like—an arid globe with hardly any oxygen, no water, and very cold.”


  “But we don’t know what kind of living creatures may exist here!” Lester cried with youthful enthusiasm.


  Hoskins uttered a grunt. “You must have been reading those wild pseudoscientific stories they publish by the hundreds these days—all about bug-eyed red Martians and horrible monsters and so on.”


  Lester flushed. “Well, I used to read a lot of the stories. As a matter of fact, that’s what got me interested in rocket engineering.”


  The older engineer jeered. “I thought so. Well, you can forget your bug-eyed Martians and all that. You ought to know this world’s too cold and has too little atmosphere to support any animal life.”


  “I know,” Lester admitted, “but I was sort of hoping we might find—”


  “Forget it,” Hoskins advised, “There’s nothing here except maybe a few lichens.”


  “But can’t we go out now?” Lester pressed eagerly. “I’d just like to see.” The older engineer shrugged. “All right. We’ll need those felt suits and oxygen helmets, of course. I’d better run an air test first.”


  He busied himself with the air tester. Young Lester continued to peer eagerly out at the crimson desert. It, at least, looked exactly as he had expected—a somber expanse of red sand, not greatly unlike an Earth desert except for the hue. Twisting little sand-devils whisked to and fro, and over all fell the brassy light of the shrunken Sun.


  He turned as Hoskins made a bewildered sound. “I can’t understand this! The tester shows air almost as dense and warm and oxygenated as the air of Earth!”


  Even Lester knew that was impossible. “You made an error. Let me try it.”


  He got the same result. The air outside, declared the instrument, was only a little cooler than Earth’s and possessed as much oxygen.


  “It’s crazy!” blurted Hoskins, wide-eyed. “The conditions here must have thrown the tester out of gear. No, that can’t be—”


  “Let’s open the door and find out,” Lester suggested.


  They finally tried unscrewing the door a trifle, standing ready to shut it instantly if the air outside proved unbreathable. But to their increased amazement, the tester had not lied. The air that came into the opening was fairly warm, and seemed exactly like Earth air to their lungs.


  They opened the door wide and stepped out of the rocket onto the red sand. It was like a pleasant October afternoon. The brassy sun shone benignly down upon them, and the cool wind caressed their faces.


  “Holy cats, the astronomers have been all wrong!” Hoskins exclaimed. “But it’s still all insane. How can a little planet like Mars hold an atmosphere like this, and how can it be so warm?”


  They took a few experimental steps. They found that they felt somewhat lighter and that their steps had a floating quality, but that they could move quite easily. But the warmth and oxygen continued to mystify them.


  “I swear it’s all beyond me,” Hoskins was muttering. “By all the laws of astronomy and physics, Mars shouldn’t be like this.”


  Lester’s eyes lightened. “If there’s warmth and air and water vapor like this, there may be living creatures here after all!”


  Hoskins snorted. “Your bug-eyed red Martians of the stories, eh? I wish you’d forget that foolishness.”


  “I still think there might be some kind of animal life,” Lester defended. He added, “As we were landing, I saw a big black blotch in the north. What could that be?”


  “Probably an outcrop of dark rock in the desert,” Hoskins ventured. “We might be able to see from the crest of that next ridge.”


  They trudged up the red slope, their feet slipping in the sand. Both men felt numb with bewilderment still at the unexpected earthliness of conditions.


  They reached the crest of the sandy ridge. From here, they could see miles north across the desert toward the looming black mass. But neither man looked toward it. Their attention was riveted by four figures who had been walking across the sands nearby, and who had stopped and then turned toward the Earthmen.


  The four figures were men. But they were not like the Earthmen. They had bright red skins, hairless, domed skulls, bulging chests and stilt-like limbs. They wore a complicated harness of belts, from which hung at each man’s waist a gleaming metal tube.


  Their faces were much like Earthmen’s faces, though they were redskinned and solemnly cadaverous in expressions. But their eyes were different. Their eyes were bulging and faceted, like the eyes of insects.


  “I’m delirious!” wailed Hoskins. “It must have been the shock. I can see four bug-eyed red men coming toward us!”


  “I can see them too!” gulped young Lester. “But they can’t be real—”


  He stopped. The four bug-eyed red Martians had strolled to within a few feet and now stood eyeing the Earthmen. One of the four spoke.


  “Hello, strangers!” the Martian hailed them in perfect English. “Going back to the City?”


  Hoskins looked at Lester. Lester looked at Hoskins. Then the older engineer laughed lightly.


  “It just shows how easily shock can foster delusions,” he told the younger man. “Pinch me, Brett.”


  Lester reached and pinched. The older man uttered a howl of pain. “You didn’t need to pinch my boil!”


  They suddenly fell silent as they realized that the four bug-eyed red Martians were still there, facing them in an impatient way.


  “What’s the matter with you fellows?” demanded the foremost Martian impatiently. “Are you crazy or something?”


  “He does exist and he does speak English,” Hoskins articulated with difficulty. “You see and hear him, don’t you?”


  “Yes,” swallowed Lester shakily. “I see and hear him but I still don’t believe it.”


  “Let me introduce myself, boys,” the foremost Martian was saying. “I’m Ard Vark. What’s your names?”


  They told him, and his bulging, faceted eyes brightened as he bowed to them.


  Then Ard Vark motioned to his three fellow Martians. “My friends here are Ok Vok, Zing Zau and Moo Koo.”


  “How in the world can you keep their names straight?” Lester asked, speaking the first thing that came into his whirling mind.


  Ard Vark’s red face darkened. “We have a tough time with our names, I’ve got to admit. Why the devil couldn’t we have been called by something sensible?”


  Neither Lester nor Hoskins have any answer to that. Ard Vark was continuing in a genial manner. “You fellows look new. When’d you get here?”


  “Just—just a little while ago,” Lester answered unsteadily.


  “I thought so,” remarked Ard Vark. “Haven’t seen anybody just like you two around here before. Well, let’s get back to the City.”


  Hoskins and Lester stared. It was a city, that sprawling black mass in the north. From this distance it appeared to be an heretogenous jumble of fantastically varied architectures, with all kinds of towers, domes and minarets standing out against the brassy sky.


  The two Earthmen were so numbed by shock that it took them a few minutes to realize that they were strolling with Ard Vark and the other red Martians toward the distant city.


  “This,” Hoskins muttered thickly to Lester, “is too much. First, bug-eyed Martians like in those crazy stories. Now a city—”


  “You don’t suppose we were killed when the rocket landed, and that we’re in some kind of after-life?” Lester asked wildly.


  Hoskins grunted. “This doesn’t look like any afterworld to me. Besides, my boil wouldn’t be hurting me yet if I was dead.”


  One of the Martians—it might have been Ok Vok or Moo Koo—yelled and pointed west across the desert. A creature like something out of a bad dream was galloping toward them.


  It was a scaled green monster of elephantine bulk, and looked like a cross between a dragon and a crocodile. It came toward them on ten short legs, its enormous jaws gaping to show great white fangs.


  Ard Vark whipped out the metal tube at his belt and levelled it at the monster. A brilliant white ray lanced from the tube and hit the creature. The green monster recoiled, and then fled away.


  “What—what was that?” quavered Hoskins.


  “A whulp” grunted Ard Vark, holstering the metal ray-tube. “They’re damned pests.”


  “What kind of a ray was that you turned on him?” Lester asked eagerly.


  “Well, it’s supposed to be a disintegrating ray,” Ard Vark said. “As a matter of fact, it won’t disintegrate anything. It’s just a harmless beam of light, but the whulps are scared of it.” Hoskins stared at him. “But if it’s supposed to be a disintegrating ray, why won’t it work?”


  Ard Vark snorted. “Because the fellow who thought it up didn’t know anything about science. How can a fellow who doesn’t know any science devise a disintegrator?”


  Ok Vok, beside him, nodded in corroboration. “That’s right. We use these rays for flashlights—that’s all they’re good for.”


  Lester looked at Hoskins, and the older engineer returned the look. By this time they were near the fantastic city, and Ard Vark pointed to a great landing-field near it.


  It was obviously a space-port. Upon its smooth tarmac rested hundreds of space-ships of different designs. Some were cylindrical and others were arrow-shaped, torpedo-shaped or disk-shaped. All the ships were mightily impressive in appearance. But Ard Vark sneered at them, “That’s another example of it,” he snorted. “We’ve got all those spaceships and not one of ’em will fly an inch, for the fellows who thought ’em up didn’t know enough science to make ’em workable.”


  “My name is Wilson Hoskins,” intoned Hoskins fervently. “I’m thirty five years old and I can multiply twelve by twelve. I’m not crazy—


  “Ah, here we are back in the City.” interrupted Ard Vark. “Where are you fellows heading for?”


  “We—we just want to look around,” stammered Lester.


  The Martian metropolis was a truly astounding sight. It consisted of some scores of good-sized cities, each with its own style of architecture, all crowded together side by side.


  The section they had entered was one of crumbling buildings of black stone, squat and massive and very ancient looking. Beyond that, Lester could glimpse a section of beautiful transparent domes surrounded by gardens. Next to that was a section of shining, hexagonal chromium towers, and a further section of tall copper conical structures, and a still further section of buildings that looked like silver cylinders set on end.


  More bewildering than this fantastic multiplicity of outlandish architectures was the motley character of the crowd in the streets. For there was a big crowd. But only a fraction of it consisted of bug-eyed red men like Ard Vark and his companions. The others made up scores of different races, each grotesquely different from the others in size, shape and color.


  Lester’s stunned eyes beheld Martians who looked like little pink midgets without arms; great green Martians who towered twenty feet high and had six arms; Martians who had four eyes, and others who had three eyes, and others who had no eyes at all but had feelers protruding from their faces; blue Martians, and black Martians, and yellow Martians, and violet Martians, not to speak of a few in varying shades of magenta, cerise and puce.


  This amazing crowd wore garments that ranged from a simple harness of belts such as the bug-eyed red men wore, to silken trappings blazing with jewels. Many of them carried swords or daggers, but most of them appeared to be equipped with ray-tubes or ray-guns.


  Most surprising of all, the women of the crowd were without exception far more attractive than the men. In fact, Brett Lester perceived that every Martian girl in the throng, be she brown, green, blue or red, was by Earth standards a ravishing beauty.


  Hoskins was gasping. “Where did they all come from?”


  Ard Vark stared at him. “What do you mean? They came the same way we ail did.”


  “I don’t understand,” gulped Hoskins. “I don’t understand anything here. And I don’t want to. All I want is to get back to Earth. Come on, Lester.”


  He grabbed Lester’s hand. But Ard Vark intervened. The tall bug-eyed red man was staring at them with sudden suspicion.


  “Let’s get this straight,” rasped Ard Vark. “Do you mean to say that you two weren’t created here like the rest of us—that you came here from Earth?”


  “Why, of course,” cried Lester. With eager pride, he explained. “We were too stunned to tell you before. But we’re the first Earthmen ever to visit this planet.”


  “Earthmen?” cried Ard Vark. His eyes blazed and his voice rose to a roar. “Earthmen?”


  A sudden hush fell over the chattering, fantastic throng in the streets. Green, red, blue and yellow Martians crowded in sudden fierce excitement around the two explorers.


  “You’re sure—you’re quite sure, that you two are Earthmen?” asked Ard Vark with desperate eagerness.


  “Of course we are,” announced Lester proudly. He saw a chance at last to speak historic words. “Friends of Mars,” he began, “upon this unprecedented occasion—”


  “They’re Earthmen—get them, boys!” yelled Ok Vok. And with a roaring shout, the whole crowd plunged toward Lester and Hoskins.


  Knocked from their feet, buffeted about by clutching hands seeking to grasp them, Lester and his comrade were only saved from immediate annihilation by the fact that the great number of their attackers hampered them. They sprawled, trying to scramble up, and heard Ard Vark’s roaring voice checking the crowd.


  “Wait fellows!” Ard Vark was roaring. “We don’t want to kill ’em as quick as all this. We want to take them to the Supers. The Supers will be able to think up the best way to execute ’em.”


  Lester and Hoskins were hauled to their feet. They were appalled by the blaze in the eyes of the fantastic Martian throng.


  “Don’t try to escape, you two!” Ard Vark rasped to them. “You’re going to the Supers. They’ll decide the best punishment for your crime.”


  “What crime?” stammered Hoskins feebly. “What did we ever do to you?”


  “As though you didn’t know!” raged Ard Vark. “It was you dirty Earthmen who created us, and well you know it.”


  “Created you?” gasped Lester. “What in the name of heaven are you talking about?”


  “This settles it,” announced Hoskins with conviction. “We’re lying back in the rocket unconscious. Boil or no boil, I’m dreaming.”


  They two were hauled forward through a hostile, raging throng of Martians of every size and shape and hue. Arms, claws, feelers and knives reached toward them. Hate of them seemed to be universal.


  Ard Vark and his comrades dragged the Earthmen on, through the madly variegated sections of the amazing city, until they reached a section that was composed of enormous golden pyramids. They were hauled into the largest of the pyramidal structures, the crowd following.


  Inside were towering machines, glowing arcs, a paraphernalia of scientific equipment. Moving about in experiment or sitting motionless in study were scores of the most hideous Martians they had yet seen—octopoid creature with enormous staring eyes and eight black tentacles.


  “Are these the Supers?” cried Lester, recoiling.


  “Sure, they’re the Super-scientific Martians, as well you know,” rasped Ard Vark. “Come on—there’s Agan, their chief scientist.”


  They were hauled in front of an octopoid creature who contemplated them for a moment with staring eyes and then spoke in whistling tones.


  “My powers of telepathy enable me to see at once that these are two Earthmen who have landed on our world,” he piped in stilted English. “One is named Lester and the other is named Hollins.”


  “Hoskins,” corrected the older engineer falteringly.


  The octopoid Agan gave him an angry look. “That’s close enough,” he snapped. “After all, even a telepathist can make a mistake.”


  Jester was goggling at the creature. “Super-scientific Martians with octopus bodies!” he choked. “It’s just like in a fantastic novel I read—” Agan said sourly in his piping tones, “Yes, it was that story that was responsible for our being here.”


  Lester’s jaw sagged. “Do you mean to say that because a story about octopus Martians was written back on Earth, you octopus-men appeared here? That the story created you?”


  “Certainly,” snapped the octopoid. “Does that surprise you?”


  Hoskins laughed a little wildly. “Oh, no, it doesn’t surprise us. Nothing on this wacky planet could surprise us any more.”


  “Shut up, Hoskins,” ordered Lester. He addressed himself earnestly to Agan. “Let’s get this straight. How in the world could a story written about octopus Martians create octopus Martians here, forty million miles away?”


  “I see you know little about mental force,” remarked Agan, deftly scratching the back of his bulbous head with a tentacle. “It wasn’t merely the fact that a story was written about us that did it. It was the fact that hundreds of thousands of people read that story, and imagined us as they read it.”


  “I still don’t see,—” muttered Lester. “It’s simple,” snapped the octopus man impatiently. “Mental radiation is a definite physical force, as tangible as radio waves though in a far different spectrum. Those high frequency mental waves, when intense enough, can cause a reshaping of free atoms into new forms.”


  He waved a tentacle didactically. “When you think hard about a certain object you can visualize it, can’t you? That’s because your mind’s mental radiation has momentarily reshuffled atoms into a transitory shadowy image of what you’re thinking of. The image only lasts a moment and then it’s gone, of course.


  “But when thousands of people all imagine the same thing, their cumulative mental force is so powerful that it can reshuffle atoms into a permanent new form. That’s why, when thousands of Earth readers read of the octopus-men in the story and imagined them, their mental radiation acted upon the free atoms of this planet and shifted them into living creatures such as they imagined, into us”


  Lester objected feebly. “But why wouldn’t the effect of the massed mental radiation been manifested on Earth, where the readers all were, instead of away out here on Mars?”


  Agan explained. “That’s simple. Mental radiation follows definite lines of force, just like magnetic lines of force. The lines of mental force flow outward through the solar system, from Earth toward Mars. So all the weird Martians whom people of Earth imagine automatically are created here from the free atoms of this planet.”


  “It’s too much for me,” asserted Hoskins thickly.


  Lester looked at Ard Vark and the other angry bug-eyed men. “Then all these other different races of Martians here—”


  “They were all described by some Earth author in a story,” Agan answered, “and each time when the story was read and imagined by thousands of readers, the Martians described in it were created here.”


  The octopoid creature added, “Each time an author described his Martians, he described their city. Each city was different from the others. That’s why we have so many different kinds of buildings and people.”


  “Yes, and that’s why Mars is so cursed crowded these days!” exclaimed Ard Vark angrily. His bulging eyes glared at Hoskins and Lester. “And it’s all you Earthmen’s fault. If you hadn’t started writing so many cursed stories about Martians, we’d never have got in such a mess.”


  The bug-eyed man made an angry gesture toward the crowd behind him. “Look at that crowd—Martians of every size, shape and color! Why the devil couldn’t your Earthmen’s writers have been satisfied to have just one kind of Martian in your stories? Then everything would have been nice here. But no, every cursed writer has to think up a goofier kind of Martian, and the planet is getting so crowded with weird jerks of all kinds that you don’t know whether a new creature is some kind of fierce monster or just a new kind of Martian!”


  Ok Vok, beside him, added his own fierce accusation. “And why the devil did you have to give us all such crazy names? Look at me—Ok Vok! How would you like to have a name like that? It sounds like somebody choking to death.”


  Lester weakly attempted a defense.


  “But the writers who turned out those stories and the people who read them never dreamed that they were actually creating you all out here!”


  “That’s the trouble—you Earthmen don’t seem to know anything!” snapped Agan, the octopus-man. “Take us, for instance—we were described as super-scientific Martians, with huge brains and unparalleled scientific knowledge. But when we appeared here, we didn’t know beans about science.”


  “Why didn’t you?” Lester asked wonderingly. “If the author had described you as possessing great scientific knowledge—”


  “Ah, but the author himself didn’t know anything about science,” retorted Agan. “He didn’t tell anything about our scientific abilities, because he was so ignorant of science he couldn’t.” Hoskins stared around the hall of machines and octopoid experimenters. “You seem to know a lot about science now.”


  “That,” said Agan, “is only because we fortunately had big brains and thus were able to learn a lot for ourselves. We had to pick up all our science that way! Our author could never have given us any, for I doubt if he knew the difference between a neutron and a nova.”


  “That’s the devil of it,” agreed Ard Vark gloomily. “They don’t know anything about science, and so all the super-scientific stuff they imagine that is created here just won’t work. Like the disintegrating rays we’re suppose to have—they wouldn’t hurt a fly! And our wonderful space-ships, which are so impractical that the man doesn’t live who could get one off the ground.” Lester had an inspiration.-, “Then the reason that you all speak English is because—”


  Agan made an affirmative gesture. “Yes, because in the stories we all spoke English. It’s the only language we know.”


  “Except for the six-eyed men,” put in Ard Vark.


  “That’s right,” admitted the octopoid. He told Lester, “There seems to have been one Earth author who wanted to be realistic. Instead of having his Martians, who were six-eyed yellow men, speak English, he had them say stuff like “Quabo ump goohoo,” and gibberish like that which was supposed to be a language. So now all those poor yellow devils go around here, not knowing any English, and babbling stuff like “Quabo ump” at each other. They don’t know what it means and nobody else does.”


  Ard Vark shifted impatiently. “This isn’t getting us anywhere, Agan. The question is, what are we going to do with these two Earthmen? How are we going to execute them? It ought to be something original and good.”


  Zing Zau, one of the other bug-eyed red men, advanced a suggestion. “Why not turn them over to the ten-legged purple men? Those purple lads are experts at torturing—spend all their time threatening people with hideous deaths and leering fiendishly at each other. It seems their author was somewhat on the lurid side.”


  Lester quailed. It sounded insane to think that he might be killed by Martians created by mental force. But these creatures were as real as he was, no matter their strange origin, and they could do it.


  “Why should you want to kill us?” he cried. “After all, you ought to be grateful to Earthmen. If it wasn’t for us and our stories, you wouldn’t have ever existed here at all.”


  Ard Vark uttered an angry roar. “But why the devil did you have to make us such grotesque freaks as this?


  Why did you have to put bug eyes on us? How’d you like to go around with bug eyes, huh?”


  “Yes, and how would you enjoy having eight tentacles instead of decent arms and legs?” Agan demanded spitefully. “Do you think it’s fun to get around on tentacles? Try it and see!”


  “Yes, and what about the hellish weather you’ve caused here?” demanded Ok Vok accusingly.


  “The weather?” Lester repeated bewilderedly. “Good Lord, do you mean to say that the weather here on Mars follows the stories that are written on Earth?”


  “Of course—the mental force shifts the free atoms of the air easily,” declared Agan. “We never know what kind of weather to expect next.”


  He explained gloomily. “Most of your Earth writers seem to describe a fairly decent climate here on Mars—warm and sunny in the day and not too terrible cold at night. But now and then some writer of the type that stickles for scientific accuracy comes along, and his story makes Mars as cold as your astronomers say it ought to be. Then we nearly die from the cold!”


  “And the way the canals come and go is nearly as bad,” grunted Ard Vark.


  “You mean there are canals here?” cried Hoskins.


  “Sometimes there are and sometimes there aren’t,” declared Ard Vark. “Apparently some stories have canals in them and some don’t. The way they appear and disappear is upsetting.”


  The bug-eyed man, reciting his grievances, seemed to have worked himself into a rage.


  “What about it, Agan?” he demanded fiercely. “Shall we turn these two fellows over to the purple men?”


  From the crowd that pressed inside the building came an affirmative roar. Blue, green and pink Martians waved arms, feet and feelers in ferocious agreement.


  “Wait!” Lester exclaimed. “Can’t we talk this over? Suppose we go back to Earth and explain the situation to the people there. We could get them to standardize the stories on one kind of Martian and one kind of weather, and so on.”


  His proposal was flatly rejected by Ard Vark. “You’d never succeed. They’d insist on more stories about Mars and they’d insist on all kinds of new Martians and monsters and such in every story.”


  Ok Vok was glowering at the two Earthmen. “It’s too bad you’re not two of the fellows who wrote those cursed stories. I’d like to get hold of the chap who gave me my name. I’d Ok Vok him!”


  A voice from the crowd yelled, “Here come the purple men now!”


  Lester and Hoskins recoiled from the hideous spectacle of the group of creature who came eagerly shuffling into the hall.


  These were purple-skinned men with ten limbs along their bodies in centipede fashion, which served either as arms or legs. From their conical head glared one enormous saucer-like eye. They held various metal knives, scalpels and pincers that looked ominous to the eyes of the two scared Earthmen.


  “Let’s have them!” hissed the leader of the purple men, fixing a hungry eye on Lester and Hoskins. “Boy, will we torture them! It’s the first real chance we’ve had to show what we can do.” Lester was appalled. “Good Lord, why should you want to torture us?” he exclaimed to the hideous creature.


  The purple leader shrugged ten shoulders. “That’s the kind of Martians we are, fellow. It’s not our fault—the chap that wrote us described us as loving to torture any Earthmen or women who fell into our grasp.”


  He asked almost wistfully, “You haven’t got a beautiful blonde daughter of an Earth scientist with you, have you? No? That’s too bad—we could really show some fancy tortures on a beautiful blonde.”


  The purple creatures shuffled forward toward Lester and Hoskins.


  “It can’t be real!” gasped Hoskins. “I tell you, we’re dreaming—”


  The five pairs of hands that gripped him were no dream. They both were being hauled out toward the shouting crowd—


  “Wait a minute!” shouted a piping voice from behind them. It came from Agan.


  The octopoid super-scientific Martian was rising from his seat. There was an awkward delay while he untwisted three of his tentacles that had got tangled together.


  “Cursed tentacles are always tripping me up,” he muttered vexedly. He came wobbling on the queer limbs toward the purple men who held Lester and Hoskins.


  “I’ve got an idea about these Earthmen,” he declared loudly. “Maybe we can use them to stop this Earth interference with our world, once and for all.”


  Every Martian face in the crowd turned eagerly toward the octopoid.


  “What’s your idea, Agan?” demanded Ard Vark.


  Agan’s piping voice came louder. “As you no doubt remember, the hypnoid stasis of the neuronic patterns of the brain can be scanned by an extra-electromagnetic beam which—”


  “Come off it!” said Ard Vark impatiently. “What do you mean—as we no doubt remember?” How can we remember it When we never knew it?


  You know we don’t know any real science.”


  “You might have given me a chance to give the scientific explanation of my idea,” Agan said injuredly to the bug-eyed man. “Anyway, this is the gist of it. We Supers have a way of learning everything in a man’s mind, by scanning it in a hypnotic state. We could use it on these two men. They’re obviously scientists with considerable knowledge of Earth. We could gleam information about Earth from their minds, which we’ve never been able to obtain before.”


  “What good would that do us?” Ard Vark demanded rudely.


  “That,” retorted Agan, “is my idea. If we Supers knew more data on Earth conditions, we should be able to devise a machine that will stop the flow of mental force-lines from Earth toward Mars. That would halt the affecting of Mars conditions by Earth minds.” There was a pause while the crowd considered this. The purple man who held Lester hissed a hopeful question.


  “Then after that, we could torture them?” he asked.


  Lester saw a faint chance. “We won’t let you do it!” he told Agan loudly. “We’ll resist the hypnosis and wreck your chances, unless you agree to set us free and let us return to Earth afterward.”


  A cry of dissent broke out from the weird Martian throng. “Don’t let them go! This is our chance to get back at the Earthmen!”


  But Agan reasoned earnestly with the crowd. “What if we do let them go? Isn’t it better to do that than to suffer forever from interference by the cursed Earth writers and their stories? Do you want new Martians of all shapes appearing here perpetually? Do you want the weather to keep changing the way it does? Here’s our chance to stop all that for good.”


  This reasoning won them over. Reluctantly, they consented, though the purple men held out desperately for torture.


  “Cooperate with us, and you’ll be allowed to return to your rocket,” Agan assured Lester and Hoskins. “All you have to do is to step under that big machine over there and make your minds submissive.”


  “Come on, Hoskins,” muttered Lester. “It’s our only chance to get away from this crazy planet.”


  Gingerly, they moved under the machine. From its broad lens, a flood of blue light streamed down over them. Lester felt his brain darken as the force tingled through it. He lost consciousness.


  When he awoke, he found himself and Hoskins staggering under the machine. But the force had been turned off.


  Agan and the other octopus superscientists were brandishing a pad of thin metal leaves covered with writing, to the weird crowd.


  “I’ve got it all—the experiment was a complete success!” Agan cried exultantly.


  “You got enough data from our minds to enable you to stop the flow of mental force-lines from Earth to Mars?” Hoskins stammered.


  There was a triumphant gleam in Agan’s huge eyes. “I can do more than halt those lines of force, now.”


  “Then we can go?” Lester pressed tensely. “You promised we could.”


  “Yes, you can return to your rocket and go back to Earth,” Agan declared.


  Ard Vark added sourly to the two Earthmen, “And don’t ever come back here to Mars, if you know what’s good for you.”


  The ten-legged purple leader made a frenzied appeal. “Are you going to let them walk out of here without torturing them at all?” There were tears in his single big eye. “How are we going to live up to our fiendish natures when we never get a chance to torture anybody? How would you like it?”


  “He’s right—we’re letting slip the only chance we’ll ever have to revenge ourselves on the Earthmen for all they’ve done to Mars,” muttered Ok Vok angrily.


  “We’ve given our promise and must let them go.” Agan declared firmly. The gleam came back into his eyes. “But never fear, we’ll yet have revenge on the Earthmen for all they’ve done to us.”


  A path was cleared through the crowd. Ard Vark pointed along it. “Get going while you can!” he snapped to Lester and Hoskins.


  The two Earthmen stumbled out through the crowd of glaring faces, expecting each moment to be seized. They broke into a breathless run through the weirdly, variegated sections of the fantastic city.


  Not even when they had left the city behind and were stumbling across the sunlit red city did they slacken their pace. Not until they had reached the metal bulk of the rocket and had tumbled inside and slammed its heavy door.


  “For the love of Heaven, let’s get away quick!” gulped Hoskins, starting the cyclotrons. “I never thought they’d let us go, really.”


  “Neither did I,” admitted Lester. He frowned. “I still don’t feel safe. There was a look of triumph about Agan that I didn’t like, when he spoke about future revenge on Earthmen—” He was interrupted by the blast of keel rockets as the craft lurched skyward. Crushing them deep into the recoil chairs, it roared up into the brassy sky and headed for clear space and Earth. They were on their way back.


  By the time, two weeks later, that the rocket was roaring in toward Earth, both men had somewhat recovered from the shock of their amazing experience. And they were debating how much of it they should tell.


  “They’ll never believe us!” Hoskins argued strenuously. “If we try to tell them that the mental force of thousands of readers actually created bug-eyed men and other monsters on Mars, they’ll ridicule us.”


  “Maybe you’re right,” Lester admitted. “Maybe we’d better say nothing about it.”


  The rocket dropped toward New York. It was their plan to land in Central Park, to electrify the metropolis and the world by their dramatic return.


  But when the craft finally came to rest in the park, the two returned explorers were met by no cheering throng. They stepped out into the sunlight and stared bewilderedly at nearby Fifth Avenue.


  A crazy uproar of excitement seemed sweeping the street. Crowds of citizens were rushing along it in panic flight. Then Lester and Hoskins gasped as they saw the creatures from which the horrified crowd was fleeing.


  They were a score of men. They looked like Earthmen in many ways and wore Earth clothing. But they had four arms instead of two. And they had enormous, bulging eyes like the eyes of insects.


  Lester stopped a fleeing citizen and pointed wildly at the weird figures from which the crowd fled.


  “Where in Heaven’s name did they come from?” he cried horrifiedly.


  The panicky citizen shook his head wildly. “Nobody knows! They and a lot of other monstrous people as hideous as they have been appearing all over the world in the last week—we don’t know how they come into being or who they are!”


  Lester went pale. He grabbed Hoskins’ arm. “Good Lord, this is what Agan meant when he said they’d soon have revenge on the Earthmen! The data he got from our minds—it enabled him not only to stop the flow of mental force-lines from Earth to Mars, but to reverse them, to make the currents of mental force flow now from Mars to Earth!”


  Hoskins’ jaw sagged. “Then these creatures were created here as a revenge by—”


  “By the Martians, yes!” Lester cried. “That’s their revenge on us! They’re up there now, the devils, writing stories about bug-eyed Earthmen!”


  EXILE


  Super Science Stories, May 1943


  I WISH NOW that we hadn’t got to talking about science fiction that night! If we hadn’t, I wouldn’t be haunted now by that queer, impossible story which can’t ever be proved or disproved.


  But the four of us were all professional writers of fantastic stories, and I suppose shop talk was inevitable. Yet, we’d kept off it through dinner and the drinks afterward. Madison had outlined his hunting trip with gusto, and then Brazell started a discussion of the Dodgers’ chances. And then I had to turn the conversation to fantasy.


  I didn’t mean to do it. But I’d had an extra Scotch, and that always makes me feel analytical. And I got to feeling amused by the perfect way in which we four resembled a quartet of normal, ordinary people.


  “Protective coloration, that’s what it is,” I announced. “How hard we work at the business of acting like ordinary good guys!”


  Brazell looked at me, somewhat annoyed by the interruption. “What are you talking about?”


  “About us,” I answered. “What a wonderful imitation of solid, satisfied citizens we put up! But we’re not satisfied, you know—none of us. We’re violently dissatisfied with the Earth, and all its works, and that’s why we spend our lives dreaming up one imaginary world after another.”


  “I suppose the little matter of getting paid for it has nothing to do with it?” Brazell asked skeptically.


  “Sure it has,” I admitted. “But we all dreamed up our impossible worlds and peoples long before we ever wrote a line, didn’t we? From back in childhood, even? It’s because we don’t feel at home here.”


  Madison snorted. “We’d feel a lot less at home on some of the worlds we write about.”


  Then Carrick, the fourth of our party, broke into the conversation. He’d been sitting over his drink in his usual silent way, brooding, paying no attention to us.


  He was a queer chap, in most ways. We didn’t know him very well, but we liked him and admired his stories. He’d done some wonderful tales of an imaginary planet—all carefully worked out.


  He told Madison, “That happened to me.”


  “What happened to you?” Madison asked.


  “What you were suggesting—I once wrote about an imaginary world and then had to live on it,” Carrick answered.


  Madison laughed. “I hope it was a more livable place than the lurid planets on which I set my own yarns.”


  But Carrick was unsmiling. He murmured, “I’d have made it a lot different—if I’d known I was ever going to live on it.”


  Brazell, with a significant glance at Carrick’s empty glass winked at us and then asked blandly, “Let’s hear about it, Carrick.”


  Carrick kept looking dully down at his empty glass, turning it slowly in his fingers as he talked. He paused every few words.


  “It happened just after I’d moved next to the big power station. It sounds like a noisy place, but actually it was very quiet out there on the edge of the city. And I had to have quiet, if I was to produce stories.


  “I got right to work on a new series I was starting, the stories of which were all to be laid on the same imaginary world. I began by working out the detailed physical appearance of that world, as well as the universe that was its background. I spent the whole day concentrating on that. And, as I finished, something in my mind went click!


  “That queer, brief mental sensation felt oddly like a sudden crystallization. I stood there, wondering if I were going crazy. For I had a sudden strong conviction that it meant that the universe and world I had been dreaming up all day had suddenly crystallized into physical existence somewhere.


  “Naturally, I brushed aside the eerie thought and went out and forgot about it. But the next day, the thing happened again. I had spent most of that second day working up the inhabitants of my story world. I’d made them definitely human, but had decided against making them too civilized—for that would exclude the conflict and violence that must form my story.


  “So, I’d made my imaginary world a world whose people were still only half-civilized. I figured out all their cruelties and superstitions. I mentally built up their colorful barbaric cities. And just as I was through—that click! echoed sharply in my mind.


  “It startled me badly, this second time. For now I felt more strongly than before that queer conviction that my day’s dreaming had crystallized into solid reality. I knew it was insane to think that, yet it was an incredible certainty in my mind. I couldn’t get rid of it.


  “I tried to reason the thing out so that I could dismiss that crazy conviction. If my imagining a world and universe had actually created them, where were they? Certainly not in my own cosmos. It couldn’t hold two universes—each completely different from the other.


  “But maybe that world and universe of my imagining had crystallized into reality in another and empty cosmos? A cosmos lying in a different dimension from my own? One which had contained only free atoms, formless matter that had not taken on shape until my concentrated thought had somehow stirred it into the forms I dreamed?


  “I reasoned along like that, in the queer, dreamlike way in which you apply the rules of logic to impossibilities. How did it come that my imaginings had never crystallized into reality before, but had only just begun to do so? Well, there was a plausible explanation for that. It was the big power station nearby. Some unfathomable freak of energy radiated from it was focusing my concentrated imaginings, as super-amplified force, upon an empty cosmos where they stirred formless matter into the shapes I dreamed.


  “Did I believe that? No, I didn’t believe it—but I knew it. There is quite a difference between knowledge and belief, as someone said who once pointed out that all men know they will die and none of them believe it. It was like that with me. I realized it was not possible that my imaginary world had come into physical being in a different dimensional cosmos, yet at the same time I was strangely convinced that it had.


  “A thought occurred to me that amused and interested me. What if I imagined myself in that other world? Would I, too, become physically real in it? I tried it. I sat at my desk, imagining myself as one of the millions of persons in that imaginary world, dreaming up a whole soberly realistic background and family and history for myself over there. And my mind said click!”


  Carrick paused, still looking down at the empty glass that he twirled slowly between his fingers.


  Madison prompted him. “And of course you woke up there, and a beautiful girl was leaning over you, and you asked, ‘Where am I?’ ”


  “It wasn’t like that,” Carrick said dully. “It wasn’t like that at all. I woke up in that other world, yes. But it wasn’t like a real awakening. I was just suddenly in it.


  “I was still myself. But I was the myself I had imagined in that other world. That other me had always lived in it—and so had his ancestors before him. I had worked all that out, you see.


  “And I was just as real to myself, in that imaginary world I had created, as I had been in my own. That was the worst part of it. Everything in that half-civilized world was so utterly, common-placely real.”


  He paused again. “It was queer, at first. I walked out into the streets of those barbaric cities, and looked into the people’s faces, and I felt like shouting aloud, ‘I imagined you all! You had no existence until I dreamed of you!’


  “But I didn’t do that. They wouldn’t have believed me. To them, I was just an insignificant single member of their race. How could they guess that they and their traditions of long history, their world and their universe, had all been suddenly brought into being by my imagination?


  “After my first excitement ebbed, I didn’t like the place. I had made it too barbaric. The savage violences and cruelties that had seemed so attractive as material for a story, were ugly and repulsive at first hand. I wanted nothing but to get back to my own world.


  “And I couldn’t get back! There just wasn’t any way. I had had a vague idea that I could imagine myself back into my own world as I had imagined myself into this other one. But it didn’t work that way. The freak force that had wrought the miracle didn’t work two ways.


  “I had a pretty bad time when I realized that I was trapped in that ugly, squalid, barbarian world. I felt like killing myself at first. But I didn’t. A man can adapt himself to anything. I adapted myself the best I could to the world I had created.”


  “What did you do there? What was your position, I mean?” Brazell asked.


  Carrick shrugged. “I don’t know the crafts or skills of that world I’d brought into being. I had only my own skill—that of story telling.”


  I began to grin. “You don’t mean to say that you started writing fantastic stories?”


  He nodded soberly. “I had to. It was all I could do. I wrote stories about my own real world. To those other people my tales were wild imagination—and they liked them.”


  We chuckled. But Carrick was deadly serious. Madison humored him to the end. “And how did you finally get back home from that other world you’d created?”


  “I never did get back home,” Carrick said with a heavy sigh.


  “Oh, come now,” Madison protested lightly. “It’s obvious that you got back some time.”


  Carrick shook his head somberly as he rose to leave. “No, I never got back home,” he said soberly. “I’m still here.”


  THE FREE-LANCE OF SPACE


  Amazing Stories, May 1944


  THE ROOM WAS a badly lighted, metal-walled cubicle in a disreputable vibration-joint near the great Uranus spaceport. Into it penetrated whispered sobs of frenzy or delight from other rooms where men lay beneath the drugging, intoxicating influence of the forbidden blue vibrations. But neither of the two men in this room was indulging in the narcotic force.


  One of the two, the one who bent across the little table and talked so earnestly, had the stringy figure and pale blue skin and huge-pupiled eyes which identify the Saturnian the solar system over. The other man was as obviously an Earthman, a tall, rangy, sleepily smiling fellow who lounged back and listened with a half-veiled mockery in his lazy black eyes.


  “There’s five hundred thousand Earth dollars in it for you!” the Saturnian was telling him tensely. “A half million—isn’t that high enough pay for even the Free-Lance?”


  The Earthman shrugged. “Perhaps. But you haven’t told me yet what this secret is that you want me to get for you, Brun Abo.”


  “Nobody knows the exact details of it—nobody but Doctor Su himself,” said the other vehemently. “All we know is that it’s something that can bring dead men back to life.”


  He bent forward, gesturing jerkily with his thin blue hands. “Doctor Su himself is nobody—a pedantic old fool of a Martian biologist who came here to Uranus six months ago. But somewhere on this planet’s wild moons, he found the drug or chemical he was seeking.


  “For when he first got back here to Uranopolis from the moons, he talked a little about it. Bragged that he’d perfected a formula which could revivify any man who had been killed by space-shock—that is, by sudden asphyxiation in the cold vacuum of space.


  “Of course, we were immediately interested in securing that formula for the exclusive use of the Saturnian Space-Navy. In case of another interplanetary war, it would be priceless to us. You see that?”


  “Of course,” nodded the Free-Lance. “In times of war, a space-navy can lose half its highly-trained men in a few battles. Most of them die from space-shock, and if they could be revived—”


  “—that navy that could do that would soon get the upper hand of its enemy,” finished the nervous Saturnian. “We offered Doctor Su a fortune for his formula. Other planetary agents made offers to him also, we’re sure. But he refused them all. He denied even having such a formula. And he’s returning to Mars on the Draco tonight.”


  Brun Abo leaned forward. “We resolved to get that formula from him before some other planet secures it. We were going to send one of our own men along on that ship, until we learned that you were hiding here on Uranus. At once, we decided to hire you as our agent.


  “If anybody can get that formula for us, you can! You’re famous throughout the system—Rake Allan, the Earthman, the notorious Free-Lance who owns allegiance to no world. Everyone knows your exploits, how you once joined the Jovian secret service and helped hunt for yourself, how you impersonated the Neptunian governor of the moon Triton, and so on.


  “You can board the Draco tonight and have Doctor Su’s formula before the ship reaches Mars. We don’t care how you get it. The half-million is yours when you deliver the secret to us.”


  THE FREE-LANCE asked mildly. “You aren’t afraid that I might secure the formula and then not turn it over to you Saturnians?”


  “No, we’re not afraid of that.” smiled Brun Abo. “You’re an Earthman, but Earth means no more than any other planet to you since they kicked you out of their diplomatic service and outlawed you. It’s well known that the Free-Lance sells to the highest bidder.”


  Rake Allan said softly, “That is correct, Brun Abo. But how am I to know who is the highest bidder unless I first secure the formula and then offer it to whoever gives the highest price?”


  Brun Abo jumped to his feet, his blue face livid. “You’re joking! You wouldn’t do that, after it was I who disclosed the whole thing to you?”


  “Did I ask you to tell me about it?” said Rake Allan in mild reproach. “No, don’t try to shout,” he added swiftly, and leaped.


  There was a quick, silent tussle in the little room. The Saturnian was trying to cry out, but Rake Allan’s strong hand across his mouth prevented him. The man from the ringed planet was like a child in the rangy Earthman’s grasp.


  Deftly, Rake Allan bound and gagged the Saturnian. Then he dumped him on one of the bunks at the side of the little room, and looked down at him with the mocking humor deepening in his lazy eyes.


  “This will be a lesson to you, Brun Abo,” he told the helpless man. “A lesson that the Free-Lance always works alone.”


  He detected the thought behind Brun Abo’s raging eyes, and shook his head reprovingly. “No, you’re not going to twist free and call the police when I leave here. The Uranian police are capital fellows but I’ve no desire to meet them tonight—they have some old scores against the Free-Lance which I’ve no time to discuss with them now.” He reached up and snapped the switch of the vibration-projector over the bunk. A blue beam streamed down from the projector onto Brun Abo’s bound form, a cascade of light that deepened to purple as the Earthman turned the switch to the “Full” notch.


  It was the narcotic force, the insidious, brain-stupefying, intoxicating vibration which had been banned by every planet but which still flourished as a secret vice in every shady corner of the solar system. Under its potent influence, in a few moments the Saturnian’s raging eyes began to glaze, his face to grow lax and foolish.


  Rake Allan waited until Brun Abo’s face was a stiff, drugged mask, until he was whispering meaningless words in a drunken delirium. Then he unbound the man and turned off the projector. And then the Free-Lance walked calmly out of the little room.


  He went across the dimly lit main room of the disreputable resort, between tables crowded with noisy spacemen and hangers-on, to the desk where sat the brutal-faced Uranian proprietor of the place.-


  Rake Allan tossed down a square platinum coin and said, “My friend in there has had more vibrations than he can stand—just let him sleep it off till morning without disturbing him.” The Uranian nodded and growled: “Those Saturnians are all alike—never saw one yet who could handle his vibrations.”


  The Free-Lance laughed, and without appearing to hurry, went out of the dive into the velvet softness of the Uranian night.


  Under two bright moons, the dark towers of Uranopolis stretched north and west. Only a mile away blazed the blue-white lights of the great spaceport, on whose outskirts sprawled this slum of metal shacks whose dingy resorts were popular with interplanetary sailors.


  Rake Allan hastened through the dark, alley-like streets with long, swift strides. He reached the wretched tenement that had been his hiding-place for two weeks, and raced up to his room. There he rapidly fished small, gleaming instruments from his space-bag and fitted them into a soft, flat leather belt he wore inside his jacket.


  THE URANOPOLIS SPACEPORT, when he entered it a half-hour later, was a noisy, bustling confusion of spacemen, passengers, porters and stevedores of all planetary races, eddying amid the towering ships.


  “You’re sure I’m in time to catch the Draco?” the Free-Lance asked the yellow Uranian porter who lugged his bag.


  The porter nodded. “Lots of time—the Draco will take off two hours late because half its crew got drunk and deserted here.”


  That, Rake Allan thought, was a break for him. It would give him an even chance to put into effect the stratagem by which he hoped to gain possession of Doctor Sirs secret.


  He went up the gangway to the towering, torpedo-shaped bulk of the liner, and was halted by the harassed-looking young Uranian deck-officer who stood there checking the passengers.


  “Francis Leigh, Earth businessman,” the Free-Lance answered, handing over his forged passport. “I have no ticket—just got a hurry call back home a few hours ago, and hoped I could make your ship.”


  “You wouldn’t have made it if we hadn’t had to delay to replace our blasted deserters,” the officer told him. “See the purser about a cabin.”


  That was exactly what Rake Allan wished to do. He found the fussy little purser in his office.


  “Yes, we can let you have a single cabin to Earth, Mr. Leigh,” he assured. “How about one on Number Three deck?”


  “Let me see the deck-plan, please,” the Free-Lance requested.


  The purser handed over the big diagram upon which each cabin was marked with the name of its occupant. Rake Allan’s eyes flew over it, and he quickly located that for which he searched.


  Cabin Forty-four, on Number Four deck, was marked with the name of Doctor Quil Su, Syrtis, Mars. Number Forty-six, the only cabin immediately adjoining the Martian’s, was marked with the name of “Miss Christine Willets, New York, Earth.”


  Rake Allan had hardly hoped to be lucky enough to get a cabin immediately beside the Martian’s. But it made things harder.


  “Yes, a room on Three deck will be all right,” he said casually. “Will you have my bag sent down to it?”


  He paid for his ticket and then strolled apparently aimlessly through the promenade decks and corridors.


  “Take-off in five minutes!” the loudspeakers were blaring now.


  Excited passengers were waving last farewells to the crowd down in the spaceport lights. Crewmen in gray uniforms, Jovians, Martians, Venusians, were being prodded to their stations by the sharp voices of harassed officers.


  The gangway was withdrawn. The big space-doors, controlled from the bridge of the liner, began to grind shut. Signal bells rang.


  The Free-Lance unobtrusively made his way down to Number Four deck. He paused, listening, outside the door of Cabin Forty-four.


  There was no sound from inside. Doctor Su had not, then, come down yet to his cabin.


  “We’re about to take off, aren’t we?” a bass voice asked.


  Rake Allan turned quickly. A fat, friendly-looking green Jovian had come out of the cabin across the corridor.


  “Yes, in just a few minutes,” smiled the Free-Lance. “If you want to wave goodbye to friends, you’d better hurry.”


  The Jovian waddled hastily away. The Free-Lance went swiftly to the door of the cabin adjoining that of the Martian scientist and bent to listen.


  He heard sounds from within it, as of unpacking. “So Miss Christine Willetts, New York, is already down here,” he muttered.


  He had hoped to get into her cabin before she came. Now there was only one thing to do. He had but a few moments in which to work.


  From a pocket of his belt, he swiftly brought out a tiny, shining cylinder with a little nozzle at its end. The nozzle he fitted rapidly into the keyhole of the girl’s cabin-door. Then he turned the tap, and heard the highly-compressed anaesthetic gas inside the cylinder hiss into the room.


  AN INSTANT LATER came a low, choking sound and then the thud of a falling body. The Free-Lance hastily withdrew the nozzle, thrust a skeleton key in its place, and unlocked the door.


  He stepped swiftly inside, holding his nose for a few seconds until the ventilating-system carried away the anaesthetic fumes. Then he closed and locked the door, and bent rapidly over the girl.


  She had fallen upon her face, a slim figure in blue with honey-colored shoulder-length hair. He turned her over. Her unconscious, lovely face hit him like a blow.


  “Jean!” he exclaimed. “Jean King! So that’s the game—”


  The Free-Lance was startled, his thoughts and emotions whirling. He knew this girl.


  When he had been Rake Allan of the Earth diplomatic service, Jean King had been his fellow-worker—and more. But he had not seen her since the Earth government had disowned and disgraced him.


  His face hardened. “I might have known I wouldn’t be the only one after Doctor Su’s formula.”


  He tore strips from the bedding and efficiently bound the girl’s wrists and ankles. As he was fitting a gag for her mouth, her eyes opened. She looked up with dazed unbelief into his brown face.


  “Rake Allan!” she whispered. “But what are you doing here?”


  “Just what you’re doing, Jean,” he answered ironically. “The only difference is that you want Doctor Su’s secret for your government, whereas I want it for myself.”


  Understanding flashed into her blue eyes. “Rake, listen! I was ordered by New York to take this ship and stay close to Doctor Su. But not to take his formula from him, but to help guard against other planets’ agents taking it.”


  The Free-Lance laughed. “I think that as a secret agent you’re deteriorating, Jean. You used to tell more plausible stories when we worked together.”


  “Rake, it’s true!” she insisted desperately. “Doctor Su intends to give his formula to the whole system when he’s fully tested it. It would save thousands of lives every year by making it possible to revive dead of space-shock.


  “But if some single planet gets sole possession of the formula, it’ll be hoarded for use in possible future wars. That’s why Earth doesn’t want to see any other planet get it. Jupiter, Saturn—all of them would give anything for it, we know.”


  The Free-Lance shook his head. His tone was bitter. “I am not so ready to believe in the kindly benevolence of Earth Government.”


  Jean’s blue eyes clung to his face. “You’re still angry because our government disowned you when you were arrested on Venus?”


  “Haven’t I a right to be angry?” he rasped. “Wasn’t I following my superior’s orders in helping those swamp-men rebel? And didn’t my saintly superiors let me rot in a Venusian prison two years for it?”


  “Rake, they didn’t dare admit that you were obeying their orders!” she protested. “It would have meant war between the planets.”


  He shrugged. “I’m not complaining, at this late date. I’ve enjoyed life more as the Free-Lance than as a diplomatic official. And when I sell this space-shock formula to the highest bidder, I’ll be able to enjoy life even more fully.”


  “Rake, you can’t do it—”


  Her pleading words were cut off by the gag he slipped deftly into place across her lips.


  Then he went to the chromaloy wall that seperated this room from the Martian scientist’s cabin. He fitted a little stethoscopic “eavesdropper” to his ear and listened at the wall.


  THERE WERE SOUNDS of movement in the adjoining cabin. Doctor Su had arrived. The faint creak of springs meant that the Martian was lying down in his bunk for the take-off.


  The Free-Lance brought out of his kit a compact atomic cutting-torch. He held it against the wall, waiting with his finger on its switch.


  The take-off alarm rang loudly through the ship. Next moment came a lurch and deafening roar of rocket-tubes as the Draco rose from its dock for the long voyage into space.


  Rake Allan released the tiny, needlelike white flame of the atomic torch. The crackling hiss of the tool was smothered by the continuous roar of rockets. He braced himself against the pressure.


  The tiny flame quickly cut a hole through the metal wall. He snapped off the instrument, and peered through the aperture.


  Doctor Quil Su, an elderly, little Martian with a wrinkled red-skinned face and very thick spectacles, lay upon his bunk. He had not noticed the piercing of the wall.


  Rocket-thunder was still steadily shaking the ship as it roared out of Uranus’ atmosphere into clear space. The Free-Lance had to work rapidly while he had that steady roar to mask his activities.


  “There should be enough of the somnite gas left in this,” he muttered, as he brought out the shiny little cylinder again.


  He placed its nozzle in the tiny hole in the wall, and then released the remaining anaesthetic gas into the Martian’s cabin.


  There was a smothered exclamation from Doctor Su, inaudible almost even to his ears.


  The Free-Lance waited tensely the few minutes required for the ventilating system to carry off the anaesthetic gas in the next room.


  “Now!” he told himself, and set hastily to work once more with the tiny atomic cutting-torch.


  He used its needle-like white flame to cut a section out of the chromaloy wall, as big as a window. Then he stepped through into the Martian scientist’s cabin.


  Doctor Su lay unconscious in the bunk. Rake Allan ignored him for a moment, and began a rapid search of his baggage.


  A square black bag that the little scientist had kept close to his hand looked the most promising. It proved to contain a large glassite flask that held several pints of dark brown liquid. There was also a complete self-sterilizing hypodermic outfit.


  “Looks like the stuff,” the Free-Lance muttered. “But where’s the formula for it?”


  He could not find any written formula. Then, as the rocket-blasts died away to a low drone, he heard the little Martian stirring.


  Rake Allan turned rapidly, drawing his atom-pistol. Doctor Su was sitting up, bewilderment on his spectacled face. Then alarm froze his wrinkled face as he saw the flask of brown liquid Rake held.


  “You’re stealing my elixir!” stammered the scientist. “You’re going to kill me for it!”


  “I never kill, Doctor Su,” said the Free-Lance calmly. “I take it that this is the space-shock cure, then. That’s good. I want the formula, too.”


  The Martian instinctively clutched his pocket. Rake Allan grinned. “Thanks for telling me where it is.” He reached forward and dipped the folded paper from the other’s pocket. A glance disclosed it to be a chemical formula of incredible complexity.


  “Don’t take that too!” begged the Martian frantically. “It’s the result of years of work—I can never reproduce it from memory.”


  “That fact will make it all the more valuable when I offer it for sale,” replied the Free-Lance coolly.


  Doctor Su’s thin shoulders sagged. “I see. You’re going to sell it to some planet to be kept as a secret war weapon. That’s what I was afraid of, when they all tried to buy it from me.” There was misery in his blinking eyes. “And I wanted to give it to the whole system. All the thousands who die from space-shock in wrecks and disasters—it would have saved them.”


  JAKE ALLAN GRIMLY subdued the pricking of his conscience. “You should have published the formula to the system at once, if that was your intention. Why didn’t you?”


  “It hasn’t been tested on a human being,” Doctor Su said dully. “It works perfectly on animals, and I’m absolutely certain it will work on humans in the same way. But I couldn’t ethically publish it until I had returned to Mars and made my test of it.”


  “You mean—you’ve got a space-shock victim on Mars whom you meant to try the stuff on?” the Free-Lance asked curiously.


  Doctor Su nodded heavily. “Yes. My son. He was frozen by space-shock when his ship was wrecked off Mars two years ago. That’s what started me searching for a cure. I’ve kept his body in a refrigerated vault ever since, hoping and hoping.”


  He looked up appealingly at the Free-Lance. “Two cubic centimeters of that elixir, injected hypodermically into my son’s veins, would revive him. Can’t you leave me that much, even if you take the rest of it and the formula?” Rake Allan’s throat tightened at that pathetic plea. He stood for a moment, his face unreadable. Then he put away his pistol.


  He went back through the gap in the wall, and released Jean King from her bonds. He told her and the wondering little Martian:


  “You two win. I can’t take the damned thing if that’s how things are. Go ahead and give it to the System.” Jean’s blue eyes were bright with unshed tears. “Rake, I knew you couldn’t do it. I know you too well—”


  He interrupted roughly. “I’m getting off this craft, by borrowing one of its life-boats, as I intended to do. I advise you and Doctor Su to publish that formula the moment you’ve made the test—”


  The wild shrilling of an alarm bell cut across his words. With it came the dim echo of crashing atom-guns, of shrieks and yells and curses.


  “What the devil!” blazed the Free-Lance, leaping to the door.


  He flung it open—and in the corridor outside stood the fat, genial green Jovian whose cabin was across the passage, The Jovian had a heavy atom-gun in his hands, and two others of his race stood beside him, similarly armed.


  “Don’t try it, Free-Lance!” cried the Jovian as Rake Allan’s hand darted toward his jacket, for his own pistol. “I don’t want to kill everybody in this room!”


  Slowly, the Free-Lance raised his hands. The Jovian deftly fished his gun from his pocket. Then he pushed them back into the cabin.


  “Jovian secret service,” spat Rake Allan. “Of course—what a fool I was not to guess it.”


  The Jovian grinned. “I’m Stakan Awl, and I do represent my government. Just as the girl represents Earth and you represent—yourself.”


  Rake Allan’s eyes were pinpoints of suppressed rage. He heard the babble of uproar elsewhere in the ship dying down. A breathless Jovian in gray spaceman’s uniform came running into the cabin.


  “Ship’s all taken over, sir!” he reported to Stakan Awl. “We only had to kill two officers and one cyc-man. The rest, and the passengers, are all locked up under guard.”


  “Tell Lorgor to maintain the present course for the time being,” snapped Stakan Awl, and the man sped away.


  Rake Allan raged. “Nice fifth column work! You got half the Draco’s crew drunk in Uranopolis, spirited them away, and had your own men hired in their place!”


  The Jovian grinned again. “When Jupiter wants anything, it doesn’t use half-measures. And we want Doctor Su’s discovery very much.”


  His eyes flickered to the big brown liquid. “I presume that is the space-shock cure. Has it been tested?”


  DOCTOR SU, seeming stunned by this sudden reversal of fortune, answered falteringly. “No, not on human beings. Yet it’s certain that it will work on humans just as it did on space-shocked animals.”


  “Nevertheless, we’ll make doubly certain by testing it,” Stakan Awl declared. “Of course, we’ll need a subject. Will you volunteer, Free-Lance? Or would you rather we used the girl?” Horror came into Jean King’s white face. “You’re going to kill him—”


  “Only temporarily, if Doctor Su’s cure is as certain as he says,” answered the Jovian, “We shall simply put the Free-Lance out into space for a few moments, and then bring him back inside and revive him with the formula.”


  “And then kill me again, and everyone else aboard this liner, so there’ll be no tales told,” gritted Rake Allan.


  Staken Awl shrugged. “As to that, I make no promises.”


  He motioned with his atom-gun toward the door. The Free-Lance strode grimly toward it.


  He had to lower his hands to pass through the door. As he did so, the expedient he had germinated in his brain had its chance.


  Rake’s lowered hand dived suddenly into his pocket, snatched out the little atomic cutting-torch, and flung it behind him. As he hurled it, he snapped its switch open.


  The hissing, flaming little instrument, whirling through the air, so startled the Jovians that they recoiled from it before trying to bring their weapons to bear on the Free-Lance.


  In that moment, Rake Allan was out the door and plunging down the corridor as fast as his long legs could carry him. His rapid step’s echoed against the metal walls.


  Yells rose behind him. As he rounded a turn in the corridor he collided squarely with a squat, armed Jovian running in answer to the cries. Rake’s fist smashed the man’s green face, and he snatched the atom-gun from his nerveless hands as he toppled.


  He turned instantly and loosed a crashing bolt from the atomic gun, down the corridor. Stakan Awl and the others back there darted hastily back into the cabin.


  “Get him!” Stakan Awl was bawling to his two companions. “After him, you fools!”


  But the Free-Lance was already plunging up onto the promenade deck. If he could get to the bridge, and bring the Draco back around toward Uranus—


  The promenade deck looked deserted, now that all passengers were locked below. But two Jovian spies running down the companionway from the bridge saw him coming and raised their guns.


  They toppled in stunned heaps as the Free-Lance sent a bolt of blazing energy at them. He raced over their senseless bodies, up the stair into the big bridge-room.


  The Jovian at the controls there turned startledly, and the other man who was poring over the navigation dials reached for his atom-pistol.


  The Free-Lance dropped the second man with a quick shot, and clubbed the pilot before he could rise from his chair. Then he hastily slammed shut and bolted the crystal door of the bridgeroom.


  He jumped to the controls. “If I can turn her before they cut the eyes—” Already, there was a thunderous hammering of Jovians outside the bridge-room door.


  JAKE FRANTICALLY FUMBLED at the super-complex controls of the great liner. He was used only to piloting small space-cruisers—he couldn’t identify the proper rocket-throttles.


  Then he found them. His hands hastily opened them. Once he had the Draco turned back to Uranus, the Jovians would see that their game was up, for Uranus patrol-cruisers would swiftly investigate anything so unusual as the return of an express-liner.


  No roar of rockets followed his opening of the throttles! Furiously, he shoved the throttles in and out. But no response came.


  “Hell, Stakan Awl has already ordered them to cut all the eyes!” he gritted, cursing the Jovian spy’s presence of mind.


  The hammering on the door was getting louder, and now he heard the hoarse voice of Stakan Awl out there bawling orders.


  “Cutting-torches! Get them from the tool-room and burn through the door!”


  The Free-Lance looked around. He could kill some of them when they broke in, but the end was certain.


  Then as his blind gaze fell upon one of the big banks of controls, his lean body stiffened. He was looking at the panel on which were the oxygenator, ventilator and space-door controls.


  “Good God!” he whispered. “It’s one way—”


  A terrible stratagem had entered his mind. Sweat beaded his forehead as he considered all its implications.


  He looked wildly around. There should be space-suits somewhere in the bridge, for emergency-escape use—


  He found the suits, in a locker at the end of the room. As he donned one of them and a helmet, a white flame began to eat through the door from outside. He had only seconds.


  Clumsy in his space-suit, the Free-Lance ran back to that control-panel upon which his stratagem centered. He raised his hand toward one of the big copper levers at the top of the panel.


  He was trembling, inside his suit. He couldn’t do this! For if he did, he was gambling the lives of a hundred innocent passengers, he was gambling Jean’s life, upon the assertion of a single man.


  Yet Jean and everyone else upon the ship would die if he didn’t do it! The Jovians would leave no witnesses—


  The torch-flame was now burning a whole section out of the door. Convulsively, Rake Allan pulled down the copper lever.


  There was a strange whistling, sighing sound all through the ship. With it came shrill cries of terror, suddenly cut off.


  Then silence. Silence, and cold. The air inside the bridgeroom had whistled out through the half-burned hole in the door, and the Free-Lance was standing in the icy vacuum of space.


  He had opened the space-doors of the Draco! And every person in the liner but himself was now a stiff, frozen corpse.


  He stumbled to the door, and unlocked and opened it. Outside it lay Staken Awl and the other Jovians, their faces blue and rigid, their bodies frozen to the hardness of diamond by the awful cold.


  Rake Allan again operated the remote control, this time to close the space-doors. He started the oxygenating system going again. As air flooded from the tubes, he took off the space-suit and helmet.


  Then he stumbled over the stiff bodies of the Jovians, and made his way down to Deck Four. In the cabin there, old Doctor Su and Jean King were lying like all others on the ship, motionless, dead.


  Dead? Were people who died from space-shock really dead? It had long been debated by the system’s scientists. Many had held that one who died from the vacuum of space really suffered only a form of suspended animation, that no vital organ or tissues were damaged by the sudden terrible freezing, and that someday a stimulant might be found which would start life going again in the frozen body.


  Doctor Su claimed to have found such a stimulant. That big flask of brown liquid was it. But it had only been tested on animals. If it didn’t work on humans—if it didn’t work . . .


  THERE WAS A prayer in the Free-Lance’s heart as he filled the hypodermic with two cubic centimeters of the elixir, and bent over Jean King’s frozen form, and injected it into her veins.


  The few minutes that followed were an eternity he would never forget. He told himself that the girl’s white face was softening and flushing, and then he told himself it was only wishful thinking—


  Her eyelids fluttered. And then she was looking up at him. Surprise, gladness—and something more—in her blue eyes.


  “Rake, what happened? Did I faint? Stakan Awl—”


  He put his arms around her and told her. She shuddered violently.


  “I was dead?”


  “Not really dead, Jean, though the system for years believed it to be a state of death.”


  She clung to him, crying. “Rake—”


  It was some minutes before she was calm enough to let him inject the elixir into Doctor Su himself.


  The old scientist, at first dazed, was soon wild with elation. “It means my son will live again, then!”


  “There are all the passengers and officers on this ship to revive,” Rake Allan reminded him. “And the Jovians, too, though not till they’re disarmed. There’s enough of the elixir for all?” Doctor Su nodded, too choked with emotion to speak.


  “Then I would suggest,” the Free-Lance added, “that you broadcast your formula at once to the system and end all possibility of its being stolen and kept secret. You can publish it now that it’s been tested.”


  The little Martian excitedly started off on the task of bringing more than a hundred people back from pseudodeath to dazed life.


  But Jean still clung to Rake Allan. “Rake, you’ll go back to Earth with me, now? Earth Government will be only too glad to retrieve that old wrong it did you, for this achievement.”


  His lean brown face softened. “Jean, I’ve never stopped thinking of you. If I go back, will you—”


  “Yes!” she cried. “Yes!”


  Minutes later, Rake Allan raised his head and laughed. “I’ll bet we get wedding presents from the police of nine planets, when they hear that the Free-Lance is finally settling down!”


  THE SHADOW FOLK


  Weird Tales, September 1944


  IT WAS A spring morning when word came through the mountains that the Others had come back. Khar brought the word, and Nura was the first to hear the terrifying news.


  She was gathering berries in a sun-dappled thicket that fringed the dark, solemn Sierra forest, when she glimpsed a misty flash of movement and saw the figure running toward her.


  Nura reached for her spear and then remembered she had left it by the stream in the nearby valley of alders, after a fruitless attempt at fishing. But she relaxed when she saw that the runner was one of the Shadow Folk.


  For, to Nura’s eyes, he had that strange, semi-transparent appearance which to her was normal. She could see the trees through him, as though he were a running, living figure of glass.


  “What now, Khar?” she demanded a little imperiously as he came up. “I thought you were hunting with Lan and Skuro.”


  She thought nothing of the kind. She thought that Khar had slipped away from his comrades to continue, his vain courtship of her.


  But Khar looked as though he had other things on his mind, now. He was a big man, biggest of all the Shadow Folk. A shock-haired giant in a leather tunic, carrying a heavy deer-spear, both his clothing and weapons were as semi-transparent to her eyes as his body.


  “I’ve got to warn the tribe,” he panted. “The Others have come back.”


  Nura felt the sharp shock of a terror that a thousand generations of surreptitious living had bred into her folk.


  “The Others?” she gasped. “But they never come back into the high mountains so early as this.”


  Khar waved a hand toward the spring-green meadows and budding woods, and the towering High Sierra peaks whose snowcaps were already very small.


  “It is warm early this year,” he said. “That is why they have come so soon.” Nura dropped her berries. “My father is with the tribe now,” she told him. “I’ll go with you.”


  Khar did not slacken his haste as he ran with her through the woods—nor did he have to. Nura’s slim, lithe figure, shadowy and half-transparent to his eyes as he to hers, concealed a strength and endurance that was bred early into all the Shadow Folk.


  Her mind was filled with alarm and dismay as she ran. The safe, happy season of winter was gone, now. The months when heavy snows blocked the high trails were months of freedom for her people, for then the Others never came.


  Now, so soon, had begun the long summer months of anxiety and watchfulness, the season when her people must walk with care each moment and post sentinels on every trail, and lower voices to whispers.


  “Why don’t the Others stay down below?” she asked resentfully as they ran. “They have all the rest of the world for their own.”


  Khar shrugged massive shoulders. “I don’t know. It has always been so.”


  THAT was the answer the Shadow Folk always gave to the wondering questions of their children. But Nura felt rebellious now.


  It wasn’t fair! The Others crowded then into this last refuge, and now even this was being taken away. Every summer, more of the Others came even into these high, remote peaks.


  She and Khar emerged from the forest in front of a blank cliff beyond which rocky crags shouldered the sky. He swung aside the big rock that cunningly masked the mouth of a crack-like chasm in the precipice.


  “She had to follow behind Khar, the chasm was so narrow. But soon it widened into a blind canyon, of considerable width and with precipitous sides.


  On the ledges on one side were the caves in which her tribe had their homes. But now most of the Shadow Folk here were down in the warm sunlight of the canyon floor.


  The glassy, semi-transparent figures that Nura’s eyes beheld were not strange to her. This was home, her people. Children played along the banks of the foaming little creek. Women worked industriously at the dyeing of skins and old men shaped spearheads or gossiped in the sun.


  THE oldest men sat in a little group around Nugor, the Chieftain. Nura ran toward him, bursting to tell her father the news. But Khar got it out first.


  “The Others have come! We saw them at the small-house in the valley of alders. I came on ahead to warn you.”


  Nugor’s aging, bearded face showed sharp alarm. “How many of them are there?” he asked quickly.


  “Only two,” Khar said. “One I have seen before. He is the trapper who built the little house. The other one, I have never seen.”


  The tribe had quickly gathered around. The gravity of the news was mirrored on every face. They had expected the Others, of course. But not so soon.


  Nura felt a little pride in the way they all looked to her father. Khar might be the greatest hunter in the tribe, but it was still too old Nugor that the Shadow Folk turned for guidance.


  “Who of our people are out of-the valley now?” he wanted to know.


  A half-dozen voices babbled answer. A woman’s husband had gone to set a fish trap. Some half-grown boys were seeking material for arrows. There was a party of three women who had gone out after certain roots.


  “Send to warn them at once,” Nugor ordered. “And-post the sentinels on all the trails.”


  “I told Lan and Skuro to watch the trails west of the alder valley, until we had time to send sentinels,” put in Khar.


  Nugor nodded: “That was well done. We might have been caught by surprise. Never before have any of the Others come so early.”


  The flurry of activity was followed by the realization of what the coming of the Others meant.


  “We have not yet finished the spring food-gathering in the farther woods!” protested a tribesman anxiously. “The fish nave not been smoked, and the deer-skins are not all tanned.”


  “We shall have to get along with less until next winter,” Nugor said firmly. “From now on, only those on urgent errands may go into the farther forests.”


  Dismay circulated among the tribe at the prospect. It meant a longer period of watchfulness and worry; and it meant a much scanter food supply until winter finally came again.


  One young hunter voiced a spirit of rebellion. “There are only two of the Others. If they were not here, we could continue to gather our food as before. It would be easy for us to kill them.”


  A gasp of horror went up from the older men-and women, yet a few of the bolder spirits among the young hunters voiced agreement.


  Nugor’s voice was loud with anger. “Are you mad to suggest such a thing? You know the law!”


  “The law will not fill our children’s stomachs this summer,” muttered one of the rebellious ones.


  Nugor spoke flatly. “The law has kept us alive all these ages. And the law says—“Never must the Others know that we exist!. Never must one of the Shadow Folk let them suspect our presence!”


  “If you killed these two, more of the Others would come searching for them. Where then would we take refuge?”


  That silenced them. The tradition of the law was too ingrained to permit any of them to voice further objection.


  “From henceforth until, the snows come, none is to go near the farther woods without permission,” Nugor declared. “I know that you have all been careful as ever to leave no traces of us anywhere.”


  Nura, listening, felt a sudden pang of guilty remembrance. Her spear! She had left it at the stream in the valley of alders—and that stream was very near the house of the Others!


  SHE was appalled. It had been an inexcusable oversight, twice inexcusable in a chieftain’s daughter. She had meant to go back for the spear when the berries were picked, but had forgotten it in the excitement of Khar’s news. It had been sheer carelessness.


  She dreaded her father’s wrath if he learned of it. Yet the spear must be recovered at any cost. If it should accidentally be found by one of the Others, the very nature of the weapon would betray the whole secret of the Shadow Folk’s existence.


  Nura quickly determined to retrieve the spear herself without mentioning it to anyone.


  With that purpose in mind, she slipped away in the flurry of activity and went back out of the canyon.


  Khar was posting sentinels outside the masked entrance of their valley. “Where are you going, Nura?” he wanted to know.


  “I know where Skuro’s wife and the others are gathering roots, and I am going to warn them,” she told him, and hurried away.


  Her heart was pounding with excitement and apprehension as she ran through the forest toward the valley of alders. Suppose one of the Others had chanced upon the spear already?


  She came into the valley, moving warily. In the distance, she could see through trees the log cabin with its stone chimney—the house of the Others. And she could see the two Others standing on its porch and talking.


  They were instantly recognizable as Others. For they were opaque and solid-looking and non-transparent, unlike the Shadow Folk. And they wore the strange, tight-fitting clothing which Others always wore.


  Nura poised, listening to them. She could understand. Her people, through their years of spying on the Others, had learned the language and taught it to their children. They had done so because, more than once, ability to understand that language had meant escape from discovery.


  The older Other, the whiskered trapper who had built the cabin, was speaking.


  “If it’s peace and quiet you want, you’ll sure get ’em here, Doctor Grant,” he was saying. “It’s so early there ain’t a soul in these mountains yet.”


  “I don’t want to see people,” the younger man replied in a tired voice. “Now that the war’s over, I need to rest and get my bearings for a while before I can live down in the city.”


  He looked as tired as his voice, Nura thought, this young stranger called Doctor Grant. His face was thin and lined, his shoulders sagged as from long fatigue.


  “Well, I’ll bring you up some grub when I come back,” the older man said. “I’ll be comin’ up often to look at my traps.”


  Nura saw the old man mount his horse and start down the trail. She understood then that the young, tired-looking one of the Others was going to stay alone in the cabin.


  The old trapper rode by within six feet of where Nura stood. She remained perfectly still and unafraid. He could not see her, she knew.


  That was the one great advantage of the Shadow Fork. They could see each other, as semi-transparent figures. But the Others could not see them at all. Their eyes were somehow different.


  Her confidence was justified. The trapper rode whistling past her and disappeared down the trail. The young Other turned to enter the cabin.


  This was Nura’s chance. She slipped across the trail to the little creek that ran through the valley of alders. Stepping into its icy, shallow waters, she started softly wading upstream.


  “Leave no tracks for the Others to see!” That was one of the prime commandments of the law. It was why she had taken to the stream in her search for the spear.


  Her eyes nervously searched the bank. There had been a little point, where she had crouched hoping for a big trout—


  THE spear was there! She felt a throb of relief as she saw it, lying on the bank. It was semi-transparent as her own body and clothing. The Others could not see it, but they might have stepped on it and discovered its invisible existence.


  She waded eagerly to the bank and then readied for the spear. Something gave under her foot, there, was a jarring click, and a vise-like agony seized her left ankle.


  Nura went to her knees in the shallow water, with a muffled cry of agony and surprise. Her ankle was still held in the agonizing grip. She had stepped into one of the traps the old Other had set!


  “What’s that?”


  Grant had turned from the cabin he was entering, and now was staring nervously along the stream and trail. He had heard her.


  Nura instantly stiffened into complete immobility. A fear icier than the waters in which she knelt paralyzed her body.


  She could see the Other looking perplexedly. Nura felt panic as he started down the trail, puzzledly staring along the stream.


  She dug her hands into the water and frantically sought to free herself from the trap. The heavy steel, jaws resisted her strength. And she had to stop, for she was flurrying the water.


  The Other had noticed that flurry! He was coming along the bank toward her. And he was chuckling in nervous relief.


  “So that’s it! One of the old-timer’s traps has nabbed a muskrat already.”


  Nura felt a chill of horror. The man was going to examine the trap. It meant discovery, for her and for all the Shadow Folk.


  She reached and frantically snatched up her spear. She had to kill the Other, now. There was no way out of it. She crouched, ready to drive the spear upward into his heart as he bent over the bank.


  Grant owed his life to the trap he was stooping to examine. As he grasped its chain to pull it up out of the water, Nura stabbed. But the hold on her ankle twisted her aim awry, and the spear stabbed through Grant’s jacket instead of through his breast.


  “What the devil!”. Grant exclaimed hoarsely, recoiling.


  There was nothing before him, yet he had felt the savage rip of something through his suede jacket. And a slitted hole had suddenly appeared in it beneath his armpit.


  His hands, striking out in an instinctive gesture to repel the unknown, came into contact with her warm flesh. He yelled in incredulous surprise.


  Nura was frantically trying to pull the spear out of his jacket for another stab. But its barb was caught in the tough-leather. She succeeded only in pulling Grant off the bank upon her.


  His weight flung her backward into the shallow stream. Her head struck the flat stones beneath the few inches of water, and Nura felt blackness explode inside her brain.


  She awoke, when consciousness returned to her, with the swiftness of alarm. She was lying on the bank of the stream. And the Other was bending over her, his face ludicrous with stupefied amazement as his hands touched her soft hair and her face.


  “My God, a girl!” he was saying thickly. “A totally invisible girl! It’s crazy—”


  Nura shivered to a horror greater than she had ever known. She had committed the unpardonable sin again the law. She had let one of the Others know that the Shadow Folk existed.


  Not within the living memory of any in the tribe had such a thing happened. It was the ultimate disaster, always feared and always guarded against.


  “I’m either mad,” Grant was saying hoarsely, “or else—” Nura bounded up with a frantic, effort that flung him aside. She threw herself away in panic flight.


  The trap was still on her ankle. And its chain, tautening as she leaped, brought her down. She uttered a little cry.


  GRANT jumped toward her. To him, there had been nothing visible but the spectacle of the steel trap flying to the length of its chain and then stopping short.


  His groping hands found her again, but instantly she was clawing wildly at him.


  “Wait!” he said hoarsely. “I’m not going to hurt you, whoever you are—”


  Nura was beyond reason, in her panic and horror. She fought him like a wildcat.


  He finally succeeded in pinioning her arms. Her strength seemed to be waning as the agony of her ankle increased, and she lay limp in his arms as he picked her up.


  He unsnapped the trap-chain from its stake, and started toward the cabin. Inside it, he locked its door and then put her down on a bunk.


  “Listen, I’m not going to harm you!” he pleaded earnestly. “I just want to help you. I don’t know whether you’re really invisible or whether I’m out of my head, but—”


  Nura found her voice. She could not escape this man by use of her strength. The very touch of the alien Other inspired her with a terror that gave her voice.


  “Please let me go!” she gasped, in his own-language. “Please!”


  “I’m not crazy, then, if you can talk,” Grant said dazedly. His hand reached, and touched her face. She shuddered at the contact. “But invisible—”


  He seemed to get a grip on himself, and spoke more steadily. “I can’t let you go like this. Your ankle’s crushed, you won’t be able to stand, let alone walk. If you have friends near—”


  THAT brought the fear sharply back into Nura’s mind—the fear for the tribe that was instilled into all the Shadow Folk. This Other had found her, but he must not discover the tribe.


  “I have no friends!” she flashed. And then, again, “Let me go!”


  “Not with that trap on your ankle,” Grant said determinedly. “This may all be just a daytime nightmare, but the trap is real enough.”


  He tried to pry open its jaws and could not. Then he remembered and” readied under the bunk for the steel clamp he had seen the old man toss there.


  “This will hurt you,” he told the girl he could not see. “But we have to get the thing off.”


  As the jaws were pried loose, Nura felt an exquisite agony. For the second time, she lost consciousness.


  She awoke more slowly, this time. She was still lying in the bunk. Her ankle throbbed with fiery pain.


  It was night. The Other was bending over a fire across the room, with his back toward her.


  Nura softly lowered herself from the bunk and started toward the door. At the first step, the injured ankle gave way under her and she sprawled on the floor.


  Grant turned, startled by the crash. He started toward the bunk, then tripped over her as she tried frantically to regain her feet.


  Nura was in too much pain to resist as he awkwardly groped and picked her up, and carried her back to the bunk. She felt hopeless.


  “Now listen to me,” he said earnestly. “You must not try that again. I’m a doctor, and you can believe me when I say you can’t possibly walk on that ankle for days. Just who you are or why I can’t see you, I don’t know, but no one is going to harm you.”


  Nura, looking up into his face, felt a slight lessening of her despair. This Other seemed sincere. She was much less afraid of him now. But the one agonizing anxiety in her mind persisted.


  “You will not tell any more of the Others about us?” she asked pleadingly.


  “About us?” he repeated. “Then there are more of you, invisible like yourself?” Nura was appalled at her slip of the tongue. He sensed the dismay behind her silence, and spoke reassuringly.


  “Don’t be afraid. I promise not to tell a soul. No one else ever comes here except old Johnny, the trapper, anyway.”


  The promise comforted her a little. She knew that she shouldn’t put any faith in one of the Others, for they were alien and unknowable. Yet she did, somehow, believe in this one’s assurance.


  “Can’t you tell me about yourself?” he asked her. “Have you always been like this, completely invisible?”


  “Yes, of course,” said Nura.


  Grant shook his head. “My reason tells me I’m up here having hallucinations. But I’m hanged if I believe my reason.”


  Presently he brought her food. Much of it was strange to her, but she liked it.


  He sat, watching her eat. He seemed stunned by the fact that the food became invisible as she ate it.


  “By heaven, it’s against all the rules of physics, chemistry and biology,” he murmured.


  Later he spread blankets for himself in the far corner of the cabin, and then told her: “I want you to make a promise in return. Don’t try to leave here! You can’t possibly go more than a few steps anyway, and you’ll only hurt yourself.”


  Nura reluctantly promised. She would not have done so but that her experience had taught her she could not escape.


  For the next few days, she stayed in the cabin not unhappily. Grant carefully tended her ankle, and she learned now that he was a healer among the Others, and that Doctor was not his name but his title.


  Never had Nura dreamed that she could feel liking for an Other. But she did. This young, tired-looking man with the wise ways of healing and the oddly gentle touch soon won her complete confidence.


  So much so, that she told him of the Shadow Folk who were her people. He had guessed their existence anyway, she knew.


  Grant listened with incredulous amazement. “And you say that your people have lived here for centuries, invisible? Good Lord, a whole different species of man, completely unsuspected by the rest of us!”


  “The legends of my people say that long, long ago there were no Shadow Folk,” Nura told him. “Everywhere then, all the people were like you Others. Then to those people were born a few children, here and there, who were invisible to the rest of the people.”


  Grant frowned thoughtfully. “What you are describing is known as a mutation. There could have been strange mutants in prehistoric human times, I suppose. But mutants. who were invisible—”


  “It was their blood that made them so,” Nura affirmed. “Our blood is different from the blood of the Others. We know that is true.”


  Grant started. “So that’s it! I thought your blood was weirdly different when I tested a drop from your wound. It was radioactive blood.”


  HE REFLECTED aloud. “That was the: mutation, humans with the power to assimilate radioactive matter into the blood. The chemical contagion would pervade the whole body with its force, and cause a polarization of every cell and atom to the point of perfect transparency.”


  Nura did not understand his speculations. She went on with her tale. “The Others to whom the invisible ones were born did not like them—they feared them. And they drove them out, seeking to kill them.


  “So the invisible ones gathered together in their own tribes of Shadow Folk. They kept as far as possible away from the Others. When the Others came into a country, my people would leave it and go further into the wilds.


  “But you Others have always come, and always we have had to find new refuge. For our safety was in not letting you know of our existence. Now the last tribes of us in this land have, for three generations dwelt only in these high mountains.”


  Grant asked a question. “But Nura, how do you make things like your leather tunic and your spear invisible?”


  “We dye them,” she answered simply. ; “The secret of the dye is as old as our people. It is made of certain herbs to which a small quantity of our blood is each time added.”


  He began to understand. “Then I was right. The chemical agent of invisibility resides in your radioactive blood.”


  He speculated, excitedly. “And it must be that same powerful chemical agent that makes your eye-retinas sensitive enough to see each other a little by ultra-violet, and also makes your food disappear as soon as you eat it. Lord, how all this would upset the scientific world!”


  She grasped his arm anxiously. “Grant, you will not tell? You promised!


  He patted her hand soothingly. “I won’t tell, Nura. Do you think I want you hailed as a freak, mobbed by curiosity-seekers? Your people’s secret is safe.”


  She became happy in that assurance. And during the next days, as her ankle slowly healed, she felt no pang of homesickness.


  She knew the Shadow Folk must be mystified by her disappearance, that her father and the others would be terribly worried. That was the only cloud upon her happiness.


  Grant too was happy. He told himself that it was a crazy, kind of happiness, that he was insane to fall in love as he was doing with this shy, sweet girl whom he could not see.


  One evening, sitting beside her, he made an impulsive request. “Nura, I want to know what you really look like. Will you let me?”


  He had put his hands to her face. His fingers, the sensitive fingers of a surgeon, explored her clear features.


  “Why, you’re beautiful, Nura! Or you would be, if I could see you.”


  His hands lingered. He suddenly bent forward and kissed her. It was strangely, uncannily sweet, kissing the soft, parted lips he could not see.


  Nura gasped. For a moment she. struggled. Then he felt the shy returning pressure of her lips.


  “Nura—good Lord, I love you!” he stammered.


  She sobbed suddenly. “It is impossible. I belong to the Shadow folk, you to the Others.”


  “And that makes not a spark of difference!” he asserted, tightening his arms around her.


  He decided. “We can stay here together. I won’t go back to the city.”


  For a week, they knew unalloyed happiness. But the end of that happy period came swiftly.


  NURA looked forth from the window of the cabin one morning to see a glassy, semi-transparent figure crossing the trail outside. It was Khar. And she knew from his bearing that he was searching for her.


  She clutched Grant’s arm. “My people are still searching for me! One of them is out there now!”


  He stared from the window. He could see nothing, and said so.


  “Of course you cannot see him,” she whispered. “But he is there. He is looking along the valley. Wait—now he is going!” Grant felt an uncanny chill. There had been something terrifying about the visitation. But he tried to soothe her fears.


  “They’ll give up the search. And even if they do find you, couldn’t you explain about us?”


  “No!” Horror was in her voice. “They would kill you for knowing about them, Grant.”


  “But nobody can see you to find you, anyway—” he began, and then remembered.


  “The Shadow Folk can see me, as easily as I see them. If I stay here with you, they will find me sooner or later. You must let me go back to them.”


  “Let you go? No!” he declared. “If we can’t stay here, then we’ll go back to my own home in the city.”


  She said hopelessly, “You know that I cannot. How can I live among the Others?”


  “I have an idea, Nura,” he replied. “You wait and see.”


  THE old trapper from, whom he had rented the cabin came back the next day. Nura remained silent and unseen in a corner while Grant gave the man a list of the things he wanted.


  “My wife is going to join me here,” he explained. “She’ll need those things.”


  The old fellow went away. He returned two days later with the things that Grant had ordered.


  Nura looked at them puzzledly. There were a dress, shoes, stockings, and a number of small bottles and jars.


  “Nura, would you mind if you had to be visible like us Others?” he asked her earnestly. “If it meant we could stay together?”


  “I would not mind then,” she said wonderingly. “But how could you do that?” Grant’s plan was simple. He had her put on the dress, the opaque stockings, the shoes. When this was done, she looked weirdly like a headless, armless woman.


  He used smooth cosmetic cream on her face and arms and hands, and over it put flesh-tinted powder and lipstick. The white tooth-paint used in motion-picture make-up made her fine teeth visible. A dark stain for her hair made that also visible as a black, glossy mass.


  Dark glasses to hide Nura’s eyes, which could not otherwise be changed, completed the make-up. She looked like any normal, visible girl.


  “Nura, to all appearances you’re one of the Others now,” he said. “Can you stand it for a while?”


  She smiled. “I don’t mind it. And now you will be able to see me, Grant.”


  He kissed her. “We’ll leave tomorrow.” They started the next morning, riding down the trail on the horses that the trapper had brought. A mile down the trail, Nura received a shock as they rounded a curve. Khar and Skuro were coming up the frail! The two hunters, completely invisible to Grant, instantly darted to the side of the trail and waited there silent and motionless for the Others to pass.


  After they had ridden by, Nura was trembling with apprehension. To Khar’s eyes, she surely must have looked only like a girl of the Others. But if he had recognized her—


  For her life, she could not help looking nervously back at them. Khar and Skuro were staring after them. And she saw Khar start in excitement, and run forward as he perceived her looking back at him.


  Too late, Nura realized her mistake. By looking back at them, she had shown that she was aware of their presence—and only one of the Shadow Folk could see them. She had betrayed herself.


  “Grant, ride faster!” she cried wildly, and spurred the horse.


  The two mounts clattered down the-steep trail. Khar and Skuro were soon left from sight behind. But when they reached the lowlands two hours later, Nura was still trembling.


  “They knew it was me, Grant! I know they did, when they saw me look back at them. And they’ll follow us!”


  “There’s no chance of that,” he reassured her. “How could they follow all the way down to the city, and find us?”


  “The Shadow Folk can go through any city,” Nura answered frightenedly. “And though they almost never do, they will now because they think I have betrayed the secret of their existence to you. They will want to kill you before the world learns of them from you.”


  He made light of her fears. More light than he felt; for that uncanny chill had returned to him when he learned how he had passed within arms’ reach of the hunters without seeing or suspecting them.


  WHEN they came down to the city below the mountains, Nura was bewildered. Never had she dreamed that there were so many of the Others, nor that they possessed such strange buildings and vehicles.


  Grant took her to the little suburban house that had always before seemed to him an oppressively lonely place. They were married at once, and who was to guess that the pretty bride in dark glasses was really one of the Shadow Folk?


  Nura was happy in the little house. The nearness of Grant compensated for the strangeness of everything else.


  “You’re sure that you won’t ever want to go back to your own people?” he asked her earnestly.


  She shook her head. “I want to stay with you always. I do not want them to take me away from you.”


  Grant smiled at that recurring fear. “They will never find you, Nura.”


  He too was happy as he had never been before. Her warmth and love and laughter seemed to have washed his mind dean of those dark years of war and loneliness that had driven him for refuge to the mountains.


  He mused, many times, on the thunderous sensation that would be created if he disclosed the existence of the Shadow Folk-and showed Nura as a living proof. But he was never in the slightest tempted to astound the world by doing so. He knew it would mean the end of their secret happiness—and he had promised her that he would not.


  But one day, Grant was a little troubled when he came home to the little house and she was not there. He called her name, but there was no answer. Then a hand out of nothingness touched his face, and gay, delighted laughter rang in his ears.


  “Nura, is that you?” he demanded, startled. “You’ve taken off your make-up, made yourself invisible again?”


  “You are not angry, Grant?” coaxed her voice. Her invisible figure snuggled in his arms. “It was only an impulse.”


  She had; he learned, put on the invisible leather tunic she had brought with her from the mountains, and had wandered for hours in the nearby park.


  “I wanted to feel like I used to, for a little while,” she confessed.


  Grant was troubled. Later that evening, when Nura had again become like the Others, he reverted to it.


  “Nura, you’re sure that you’re not homesick for the mountains?” he pressed.


  She answered frankly. “A little. I like the free forest-wandering better than cities. But do not worry. I will never leave you to go back there.”


  Grant was reassured. For he had-always a haunting fear of losing her, of being thrust back into the black loneliness of the former years.


  In all, four weeks had fled by when the sudden shadow of disaster came upon them. On that afternoon, driving with Grant through the crowded central part of the city, Nura saw the Shadow Folk.


  There were two of them, whom she recognized as Lan and Skuro, standing just beside a crowded corner and eyeing the passing throngs. No one of the Others could see those two tall, spear-armed hunters, of course. But to her, their figures were glassily visible.


  “Grant, go from here quickly!” she cried. He turned the car. And then she saw along the adjoining street there were other of the Shadow Folk, other hunters searching.


  They were adroitly avoiding contact with the passing Others who never dreamed of their presence. She thought she recognized Khar.


  “And I fear they saw us,” she cried. “They will follow and find us—”


  Grant’s chin set. “Even if they did, I wouldn’t let them take you away from me.” Nura’s voice had agony in it. “It is not only that. They will surely kill you, Grant. No Other may be killed unless he knows of the Shadow Folk, and then he must die. It is the law.”


  She would not let him-go out of the house all that day or the next. She watched constantly from the windows.


  And that next night, looking oat into the moonlit garden around the house, she uttered a frightened cry that brought him running to her side.


  “They have found us, Grant!”


  He drew the pistol he had kept in his pocket all day, and looked forth with her.


  But he could see nothing-but the moonlit lawn and trees, peaceful and silent.


  “Are you sure, Nura?”


  “There are several of them around the house,” she said, terrified. “Listen, they are trying the door!”


  Grant felt a cold apprehension make ice around his heart. What could he do with any kind of a weapon against men he could not see?


  He thought wildly of telephoning the police. And then he sickly realized the futility of such a course. What could he tell them—that a band of invisible men were besieging his house? What could he show them?


  GLASS shattered somewhere in the back of the house. He started on a run-in that direction, his pistol raised.


  He heard the thud of feet on the floor, but the lighted dining room and kitchen were empty. Then Nura screamed.


  “Khar, no!’


  Grant heard the rush of feet and heavy breathing, and threw himself desperately aside. He felt an unseen spear graze past his sleeve.


  His hair bristled on his neck at the horror of this hopeless battle against men he could not see. It was like a fight against ghosts—ghosts who could kill.


  Nura was crying wildly to him. “Grant, get away! Quick, before they—”


  She was cut off as unseen hands gripped her. Grant, springing to her rescue, caromed into a solid, leather-clad body.


  He smashed out with his fists and bruised them against unseen flesh and bone. But other hands were gripping him from behind.


  He was hold by the arms, and his wild struggles were useless.


  A man’s heavy voice rang out in command from the far side of the room. “Kill the Other quickly.”


  “Father, no!” screamed” Nura. “If you kill Grant, I will not go back with you. I will take my own life!”


  There was a pause of silence, for a moment.


  A spear-point was pricking Grant’s throat, and he knew that the man who held it stood directly in front of him, though the electric light poured down on—nothing.


  Old Nugor was speaking wrathfully to the girl. “Then you have fallen in love with this Other?”


  “He is my mate,” Nura flashed. “If he dies, then I too will die.”


  “Nura, no!” Grant exclaimed. “You can’t save me—”


  She paid him no attention. She was speaking to her father.


  “Father, I will go back with you to the tribe. But only if you leave Grant alive and unharmed here.”


  “It cannot be!” exclaimed Nugor’s heavy, troubled voice. “The Other knows of the Shadow Folk’s existence and so he must die lest all the Others come to know. It is the law.”


  “But, he will not tell anyone else of us,” Nura pleaded. “He promised me he would not, and he has kept that promise. If he had told, would not the Others by now already have searched out our tribe?”


  “It seems that it is true he has not told,” muttered Nugor.


  The strong voice of Khar, from directly in front of Grant, asked, “Shall I kill?”


  Nugor’s answer was slow. “No, do not kill. We leave the Other here alive if he swears never to speak of the Shadow Folks and never to come back to the mountains.”


  Grant burst out furiously. “If you take Nura with you, I’m coming after her.”


  “Grant, do not say that!” begged the girl. “It would mean death if you came.”


  Her voice had a heartbroken quality as she went on. “It is as I feared from the beginning. You are of the Others, I of the Shadow Folk. Our happiness could not endure.”


  Grant felt a despair that choked him. It seemed to him that all the new light and warmth in his life was going out like a snuffed candle with Nura’s departure. Ahead of him stretched a sick vista of lonely years.


  HE WOULDN’T let her be taken from him! The fierce resolve unleashed in his mind an idea upon which he had often speculated. He saw it now as the only possible solution of his tragic dilemma.


  Nura had been removing the make-up and clothing that made her look like one of the Others. She had put on her own former, leather garment, had become wholly invisible again.


  “It is well—you are once again of the Shadow Folk,” approved Nugor’s voice. “Now let us go.”


  “Wait!” Grant begged. “Nura, ask them if they won’t give you a little time alone with me before they take you. Tell them it is to say goodbye.”


  When Nugor and the others heard, they seemed to hesitate. “No tricks, Other!” warned the old chieftain’s voice. “You cannot escape with Nura from this house.”


  “I give you my word that I’m not-going to try,” Grant answered.


  His sincerity convinced them. For they released him and let him go with Nura into the small room that was his office.


  Nura came into his arms, warm, breathing and invisible. She was sobbing.


  “It is goodbye then, Grant. I wish—”


  “Not goodbye-yet,” he interrupted tensely. “Nura, I have an idea that may prevent our separation. If-it succeeds, we can be together always. But if; it fails, it means death.”


  Her unseen hands gripped his arms. “I will try anything, Grant! I am not afraid of death.”


  He had not told her that it was his death, not hers, that would result if his wild hypothesis was a failure.


  Feverishly, Grant rummaged among his medical equipment, rapidly assembling instruments.


  “Lie down upon this table beside the couch, Nura. Let me have your arm.”


  The invisibility of her made what he was attempting a difficult task. But the fingers of a surgeon work as much by touch as by sight. Grant deftly made the incision he needed in the girl’s unseen arm.


  He made a similar incision in his own flesh.


  The clamps and tubes and pump went into place, connecting the incisions. He started his apparatus.


  “Grant, what are you doing?” came her startled question.


  “Nura, it’s the radioactive quality of your blood that makes you Shadow Folk transparent and invisible,” he said tautly. “I’m sure of that, for even a tinge of it enabled you to make the dye that renders any organic matter as invisible as yourself.


  “I believe,” he said, “that a transfusion of your blood will introduce the radioactive contagion into my bloodstream also. And if it succeeds in doing so, I will become like you.”


  “You will become one of the Shadow Folk?” cried the girl.


  She was dazed. “You, an Other—”


  He smiled haggardly at her. “The difference between us, the barrier between us, will be gone forever if it succeeds.”


  He did not tell her of the risk it meant. The strange blood might kill him instantly. Or its radioactive content, as he hoped, might cause it to so transcend the ordinary rules of blood-group affinities, that his wild attempt would succeed.


  He felt a rapid, growing sickness as Nura’s blood flowed into his veins. By the time he was ready to stop the transfusion, he was so shaken and sick that he could hardly remove the clamps and tubes.


  “You are still the same, Grant,” came her fearful voice.


  He tried to answer, but could not. His veins seemed to be on fire, his brain exploding, as the radioactive contagion spread like flame through every cell of his blood and body.


  It was to be death, then? Well, better death than the long loneliness and despair—


  “Grant, you are jading!” came the girl’s awed voice.


  He raised his head weakly, looked down at himself. He felt an incredulous wonder.


  His hands were becoming slowly semitransparent, glassy, phantom-like. Already he could vaguely see the sides of the room through them.


  He turned, in wild joy. And he discovered that as his own body faded from solidity, he was increasingly able to see Nura’s hitherto invisible face and figure. The radioactive contagion was sensitivizing his eye retinas too, as he had hoped.


  Transparent, shadow-like, still he could see her. He stumbled weakly to her side and held her in his arms.


  By the time Grant and the girl came out of the little room, the process was complete. He felt no further ill effects. His body was completely invisible.


  And he could now see Nugor and Khar and the other two men who waited. They stared at him wildly.


  “The Other—he has become one of the Shadow Folk!” cried Khar.


  Grant nodded. “I am going back with you—and Nura.”


  SUNSET gilded the mountain trails as the six Shadow Folks climbed a steep pathway. Far above and ahead of them loomed the high peaks that were their goal. The plain and its cities was receding below.


  Grant walked with his arm around Nura. He was wearing his own clothing, which the dye of the tribe had made as invisible as his body. He was very happy.


  From Khar, in the lead, came a whisper of warning. “Others are coming.”


  They stepped to the side of the trail and stood quietly as the Others came down, noisily chattering. There were a dozen of them, hikers returning from a tramp in the foothills.


  They went past within a yard of the six silent Shadow Folk, looking through them unseeingly. When their voices had died away, Khar nodded.


  “Now we can go on.”


  Grant remained a moment, looking back down to the plain upon which the white towns and the distant city glittered in the sunset.


  “You are not sorry to be leaving your people?” Nura asked him anxiously.


  He smiled, and shook his head. “I had no ties to hold me there. And I am glad to be one of the Shadow Folk.”


  Nura was eager. “You have the wisdom of the Others, and you can help my people very much. Yes, you will be chieftain of us all some day.”


  Grant too had had that vision, of the aid his skill and knowledge could bring to this shy and secret people. With Nun’s warm hand in his, he went up with the other Shadow Folks into the gathering twilight, and he did not again look back.


  THE INN OUTSIDE THE WORLD


  Weird Tales, July 1945


  
    It is Not the Reward,


    But the Struggle that Matters.

  


  MERRILL FELT DISCOURAGED tonight, though not for himself. His despondency was for the old man in the next room of this dingy Balkan hotel, the thin, gray, spectacled old man who was one of the four most important people in post-war Europe.


  Carlus Guinard had come back from exile to lead a stricken nation out of its chaotic misery, and he was the only statesman who could do it. But, tonight, even Guinard had been so crushed by defeat that he had admitted his helplessness to hold back his people from the abyss.


  “Too much intolerance, too many old grudges, too many ambitious men,” he said wearily to Merrill when his last conference of the day was over. “I fear it is hopeless.”


  Merrill was only an unimportant lieutenant, assigned by U. S. Military Intelligence to guard Guinard, but he and the old statesman had become friends in these last weeks.


  “You’re tired, sir,” he had said, awkwardly encouraging. “Things won’t look so black in the morning.”


  “I fear that the night over this part of Europe is to be a long, long night,” murmured Guinard. His thin shoulders were sagging, his ordinarily twinkling, friendly eyes now dull and haggard.


  He whispered, “Perhaps they could help me. It is against our laws, but—” Then, aware of the staring Merrill, he broke off. “Good night, Lieutenant.”


  Merrill had been worried and restless ever since. He liked and respected the world-famous old statesman, and was downcast by the other’s defeat and despair. He knew what a herculean task the tired old man was attempting.


  He went to the open window. Across the dark, bomb-shattered city out there moaned a chill wind. Away northward, the river glistened beneath the stars. Few lights had yet come back on in this land, though the war was over. Perhaps the lights would never come back, if Guinard failed?


  What had the old man whispered, about “they” helping him? Something that was against the “laws”? Was Guinard planning a secret conference of some kind? Did he intend to slip out without his American bodyguard for that purpose?


  Merrill felt sudden alarm. And it wasn’t because he might lose his commission if he failed to guard the statesman. It was because he liked Guinard, and knew there were many out in that dark city who would assassinate him if they could. Guinard mustn’t try to go out alone—


  He went to Gurnard’s door and listened. And he heard a soft step inside the bedroom. It increased his apprehensions. Guinard had retired an hour before. Then he was trying to slip out secretly?


  Merrill softly opened the door. What he saw was so unexpected and amazing that for a moment he just stood and stared.


  Guinard stood, his back toward the American, in the center of the room. The old man was holding his watch above his head, and was fingering its heavy, jeweled case.


  Had Guinard suddenly gone crazy from strain? It seemed so to Merrill. Yet there seemed sober purpose in Guinard’s madness.


  He’d noticed the old statesman’s watch, before this. It was a curious, massive gold one, with a complex pattern of big jewels inset on its back.


  Guinard was pressing the jewels, one after another, as he held the watch above his head. There was something so oddly suggestive of the ominous about it, that Merrill impulsively strode forward.


  Guinard turned, startled, as Merrill reached his side. The old man yelled in sharp alarm.


  .“Get back, Lieutenant—don’t—”


  It all happened together. As he shouted, as Merrill reached him, from the upheld watch there dropped toward the two men a thin, wavering thread of blinding light.


  It struck them and Merrill was dazed and blinded by a shock of force. It seemed to him that the floor beneath his feet vanished and that he was falling—


  Merrill did not lose consciousness. But the world seemed to disappear from around him as he plunged through bellowing blackness. And then there was a sharp shock, and he was standing staggering on firm footing again.


  But the hotel room was gone. The walls, the floor, the lights, had vanished as by witchcraft. The only thing remaining of all that was Carlus Guinard, whose thin arm he had been clutching.


  “What—” choked Merrill. He couldn’t form or speak more words than that one.


  He was standing on grassy ground in a strange misty darkness. He was in the open air, but there was nothing to see. Nothing but a swirling mist through which filtered a faint green glow of light.


  In that green glow, Guinard’s thin face was close to him and was staring at him aghast.


  “You came through with me!” Guinard exclaimed, thunderstruck. “But this—it’s never happened before. It’s forbidden! You don’t belong!”


  “Guinard, what happened?” Merrill asked hoarsely. He looked wildly around the greenish, silent mists. A gruesome possibility shook him. “Was it an explosion? Are we—dead?”


  “No, no!” the old statesman hastily denied. His face was a study in perplexity and anxiety. He seemed to ignore their surroundings entirely in his concentration on Merrill. “But you, Lieutenant—you should not be in this place. Had I known you were behind me—”


  Then Guinard pulled himself together. “I shall have to take you to the others,” he muttered distractedly. “It’s all I can do now. And they will have to decide about you. If they don’t understand—”


  Distress came into his fine, haggard face at some thought that he did not voice, as he looked at Merrill.


  The American could not understand. He wanted to say something but he couldn’t. It was too sudden, too overwhelming.


  He could only stand, staring stupidly about him. There was not a sound. Nor any movement. Nothing but the curling, greenish mists whose cool, damp tendrils silently caressed their faces.


  Guinard spoke urgently. “Lieutenant, you must understand me! You have inadvertently blundered into a place where you have no right to be, into the greatest and most closely guarded of secrets.”


  “What is this place?” Merrill asked hoarsely. “And how did we get here like that? How?”


  Guinard spoke slowly, trying to penetrate his dazed mind. “Listen, Lieutenant. I must tell you, since you are here. This is not our Earth. This is another world.”


  Merrill’s brain groped for understanding. “Another world? You mean, we’re on one of the other planets?”


  Guinard shook his gray head quickly. “No, not any planet of any universe known to science. A different universe, a different space-time continuum, entirely.”


  He looked baffled. “How shall I tell you? I am a statesman, not a physicist. I only know myself what Rodemos and Zyskyn and the others have told me.


  “But listen. This world, in its other space-time frame, is always close to Earth, contiguous. Held there—what did Zyskyn say?—by inter-dimensional gravitation. Meshed forever with Earth, yet forever invisible and untouchable to Earthmen.”


  Merrill’s throat was dry, but his heart began to beat faster. A little of this, at least, he could understand.


  “I’ve read speculations on such an interlocking world,” he said slowly. “But if that’s what it is, how did we get here?” Guinard showed his watch, with its curious pattern of big jewels on the back. “This brought us through, Lieutenant. It isn’t a watch, though it looks like one. It is a compact instrument which can project enough force to thrust matter from Earth into this world.”


  The old man talked rapidly. “This world, and the way into it, have been known for thousands of years. A scientist of ancient Atlantis found the way first. He passed the secret down to a chosen few of each generation.”


  “You mean”—Merrill struggled to comprehend—“you mean that in every stage of the world’s history, there have been a few people who knew about this?”


  And he made a wild gesture toward the unearthly landscape of solemn green mists that surrounded them.


  Guinard’s gray head bobbed. “Yes. A few of the greatest men in each age have been admitted into the secret and have been bequeathed the jeweled Signs which are the key to entrance here. I don’t claim to be worthy of belonging to the world’s greatest—but they thought me so and admitted me to their brotherhood.”


  He went on: “And all the members of our secret brotherhood, the greatest men of every age of Earth in past and future, come often into this world and gather at our meeting-place here.”


  Merrill was stunned. “You mean, men of the past, present and future meet in this world? But—”


  Guinard reminded, “I told you that this world is outside Earth’s space-time. A thousand years on Earth is but a few days here. Time is different.”


  He elaborated hastily. “Think of the different ages of Earth as rooms along a corridor. You can’t go from one room into another, from one age into another. But the occupants of all the rooms, of all the ages, can, if they have the key, come out and meet together in the corridor which is common to them all.”


  The old statesman’s face was haggard as he concluded. “I came here tonight to seek help from the others of our brotherhood! Help that could enable me to pull my people and nation out of the abyss of anarchy. It’s the only hope I have left, now. Always, it’s been against the laws of our brotherhood to give each other such help. But now—”


  He clutched Merrill’s wrist and pulled him forward. “I can’t delay here longer. You will have to come with me, even though you are not of the initiated.”


  Merrill found himself being hurried along by the old statesman, through the greenish mists. The grassy ground rolled in low swales, and they crossed little streams. They could see little but the enfolding mists, and there was no sign or sound of life.


  The American felt as though he walked in a weird dream. His brain was staggering at the implications of what Guinard had just told him.


  A secret brotherhood of the world’s greatest men of all ages, an esoteric tradition that held the key to entrance into an alien world where all those men of many ages could mix and meet! Incredible, surely—


  A clear voice called suddenly from close behind them. “Est Guinard? Salve!”


  Guinard stopped, peering back into the mists. “Salve frater! Quis est?”


  He murmured rapidly to Merrill. “We have to have some common language, of course. And we use Latin. Those who didn’t know it, learned it. You know it?”


  Merrill mumbled numbly, “I was a medical student before the war. But who—”


  A figure emerged from the mists, overtaking them, and gave cheerful greeting.


  “I hoped to see you this visit, Guinard,” he said in rattling Latin, “How go things in that strange century of yours?”


  “Not well, Ikhnaton,” answered the old statesman. “It’s why I’ve come. I’ve got to have help.”


  “Help? From us others?” repeated the man called Ikhnaton. “But you know that’s impossible—”


  He broke off suddenly, staring at Merrill. And Merrill in turn was gazing at him with even more wonder.


  The man was young, with a thin, dark, intellectual face and luminous eyes. But his costume was outlandish. A linen cloak over a short tunic, a snake-crested gold fillet around his dark hair, a flaming disk hanging around his neck with the curious jeweled pattern of the Sign in its face.


  “Ikhnaton, King of Egypt in the 14th Century, B.C.,” Guinard was explaining hurriedly. “Even if you don’t know much history you must have heard of him.”


  Ikhnaton! Merrill stared unbelievingly. He’d heard of the Egyptian ruler who had been called the first great man in history, the reformer who had dreamed of universal brotherhood, back in time’s dawn.


  The Egyptian was frankly puzzled. “This man doesn’t belong to us. Why did you bring him?”


  “I didn’t intend to, it was all a mistake,” Guinard said hastily. “I’ll explain when we reach the inn.”


  “There it is,” Ikhnaton nodded ahead. “And it sounds like a good gathering this time. I hope so—last time I came, there was nobody here but Darwin and that stiff-necked Luther, and our argument never ended.”


  Warm, ruddy light glowed in the mists ahead, beckoning to them. The light came from the oblong windows of a low, squat building.


  It was a curious structure, this place they called “the inn.” One-storied and built of dark stone, with timber gables, it looked dreamlike and unreal here in the silent mists. There were vineyards and gardens around it, Merrill saw.


  Guinard opened the door. Ruddy light and warmth and the clamor of disputing voices struck their faces. Men hailed them in Latin.


  “Ho, Guinard! Come in and listen to this! Zyskyn and old Socrates are at it again!”


  Merrill stood and stared. Most of the inn was a big common-room, stone-flagged, with heavy, timbered walls. A huge fireplace at one side held a leaping blaze, and its flickering light joined the reddish glow of torches in wall-sockets to illuminate the room.


  There were long tables down the center. Grouped around the longest table, with their wine-cups standing unheeded my best science fiction story upon it now, were the most motley group of men possible to imagine.


  A tall Roman in bronze sat beside a man in super-modern zipper garments, a grave, bearded man in Elizabethan ruff and hose beside a withered, ancient Chinese, a merry fellow in the gaudy clothes of 16th Century France beside a stout, sober man in the drab brown of an American Colonial. At the far end of the table, silent and brooding, sat a man wrapped in dark robe and cowl-like hood, a man with a pale, young-old face.


  All this fantastically variegated company, except that brooding, cowled listener, were eagerly joining in an argument. The two chief disputants were a handsome young man in a strange, glittering garment of woven metal and a bald, stocky Greek with shrewd eyes and a broken nose. Then, Merrill thought numbly, these two disputants were Zyskyn and—Socrates?


  A fat, jolly, moon-faced fellow in the costume of old Babylon waddled up to them. That he was the master of the inn, Merrill knew by the brimming wine-cups he was carrying as he greeted them.


  “Welcome, friend Guinard!” he boomed. “And you too, Ikhnaton—but remember, no more arguments about theology.”


  His eyes fell on Merrill, behind them. And he stiffened. “But this man is not one of us!”


  The booming words rang out so suddenly loud that they cut across the argument in the room, and all heads turned toward them.


  The tall, bald, bleak-eyed Roman put down his goblet and strode up to them. He faced Merrill.


  “How came you here?” he demanded sharply. “Do you have the Sign?”


  “Wait, Caesar,” begged Guinard urgently. “He doesn’t have the Sign. But it’s hot his fault that he’s here.”


  Caesar? Julius Caesar? Merrill could only stare at the Roman and then at the others.


  The quiet, grave-faced man in Elizabethan costume interposed himself into the argument.


  “You remember me, Gurnard? Francis Bacon. May I ask where you and Ikhnaton found this man?”


  The Egyptian king made a gesture of denial. “I never saw him until a few minutes ago.”


  “His name is Merrill, and he came with me,” Carlus Guinard said rapidly. His voice rose with tension. “It’s my fault that he’s here. I was not careful enough about being alone when I came through, and he got caught in the force of the Sign and was swept with me.”


  Gurnard hurried on. “If there’s any blame for his coming, it attaches to my carelessness. But I was half-crazy tonight with worry. Back in my time, my people reel on the brink of anarchy and destruction. I have to save them. And so I have come to you others—for help.”


  The handsome young man in the queer flexible metal garment stared at him incredulously.


  “For our help? You know we can’t help you to do anything in your own time, Gurnard!”


  “Zyskyn is right,” nodded Francis Bacon. “You surely should have known that, Guinard.”


  “But I must have help!” Guinard exclaimed feverishly. “Some of you are from times future to my own, and your greater science and wisdom can save millions of my people. At least, let me tell you!”


  Caesar’s curt voice cut into the excited babble that followed. “Let’s take things in order. This is a serious thing you propose, Guinard. For the time being, we’ll pass over the matter of this man you chanced to bring with you. His fate can be decided later. Sit down, all of you, and we’ll hear what Guinard has to say.”


  Merrill could see that Gurnard’s proposal had thrown a bombshell into this group. As they returned to the table, all were still excitedly talking, all except the brooding, cowled man who had not stirred.


  Merrill found himself pushed into a seat at the table by Ikhnaton. The young Egyptian king looked at him with friendly glance.


  “It must seem strange to you, eh?” Ikhnaton said, over the excited clamor. “It did to me, when I first came through. I was almost afraid to use the Sign.”


  “How did you get the Sign?” Merrill asked him. “How were you initiated into—this?”


  Ikhnaton explained. “Rodemos of Atlantis—he isn’t here tonight—was the first to find a way into this world. He passed down the secret, which is imparted to only a few men in each generation.”


  The Egyptian continued. “I imagine you have heard of most of these here tonight. Though some, of course, are still in your future.”


  Merrill learned that the handsome Zyskyn was a great scientist of the 31st century Antarctican civilization. The old Chinese was Lao-tse of the 6th Century B.C. and the swarthy, slender man beside him was the Dutch philosopher Spinoza.


  Stout, pawky Benjamin Franklin sat beside the great Buddhist emperor Asoka. Next to them was John Loring, a famous space-explorer of the 25th Century, and across from them the merry face of Francois Rabelais.


  “It’s incredible,” Merrill said hoarsely. “I’ve read and heard of most of these men—Caesar, yourself—I know how long you lived and how you died.”


  Ikhnaton interrupted sharply. “Don’t mention anything like that! It’s considered bad taste to talk here of a man’s personal future, even when you know it from history. It would be disconcerting, you know.”


  Merrill gestured past the excitedly clamoring group toward the cowled man who sat strangely silent and unmoved at the end of the table.


  His face fascinated Merrill. It was smooth and young, but his dark, watching eyes had something infinitely old about them.


  “Who is that?” he asked the Egyptian.


  Ikhnaton shrugged. “That’s Su Suum, who never talks about himself. We know only that he comes from some far future time, farther even than Zyskyn’s age. He comes often, but just sits and listens.”


  The clamor of discussion that had been unloosed by Guinard’s proposal was quelled again by the crisp voice of Julius Caesar.


  “Will you not be quiet enough so that we may at least hear what Guinard has to say?” he demanded.


  The uproar quieted. Men sat back down, and looked toward Guinard. Franklin polished his steel-rimmed spectacles with a silk handkerchief, while Rabelais drained his wine-cup and set it down with a sigh.


  Merrill looked back and forth along the faces. From Ikhnaton of old Egypt, beside him, to the farthest end of the table where sat the silent figure of Su Suum, man of the remotest future.


  Guinard was speaking urgently. “I know the laws of our brotherhood as well as you. First, to keep this world and our meetings always secret. Second, to give the Sign which is our badge of fellowship only to those who are above petty self-seeking. And third, that one age of Earth must never through us directly influence another age.


  “Nevertheless,” he continued earnestly, “I desire tonight that you grant an exception to that third law. I come here for my people, seeking aid to save my 20th Century land and race from utter misery.”


  He went on, telling them of his war-stricken land and of the danger that anarchy and terror would crush its millions. He pictured his own helplessness to halt the tide.


  Loring, the space-explorer of the 25th, interrupted. “But from what I’ve read of your century’s history, those convulsions of which you speak will finally end.”


  “They will end, yes, but before then millions of my people will have lived starved and stunted lives!” Guinard exclaimed. “It is to prevent that that I appeal to you for help.”


  “Let us be clear,” said Socrates keenly. “Just what sort of help do you desire?”


  Guinard looked toward Zyskyn, and John Loring, and the silent man called Su Suum.


  “You three,” he told them, “come from far future times when scientific progress is great. Could none of you suggest any scientific means of psychologically pacifying my people into good-will and cooperation?”


  Merrill saw that Su Suum remained silent, watching abstractedly and making «o sign of assent. But young Zyskyn answered slowly.


  “Why, yes, down in Antarctica our psycho-mechanists long ago solved that problem. We have certain apparatus whose subtle radiation we use to manipulate the psychology of backward peoples, and twist their thinking toward peace and cooperation.”


  “Give me the secret of that apparatus and with it I can save millions in my time from misery!” cried Guinard.


  That the proposal was disturbing, Merrill could see. The group were silent, looking troubledly at each other.


  Then old Lao-tse spoke, using the unfamiliar language slowly and with difficulty.


  “I am opposed to doing that. For it would violate the laws of time and infinity which separate the ages of our Earth. It would introduce a confusion of eras which might bring on cosmic disaster.”


  Ikhnaton retorted warmly. “What harm could it do? Guinard would keep his use of the apparatus secret. And it would save many. I say, let us make an exception to our law and help him.”


  Loring, the space-explorer, looked anxiously at the bald Greek next him. “Socrates, you’re one of the wisest of us. What do you say?”


  The Greek rubbed his nose thoughtfully. “It is my belief that all outward things are but forms and shadows of the ideal, and I cannot credit that the ideal laws of the universe would permit transgressing the bounds of Earthly time without dire results.”


  Francis Bacon spoke precisely and calmly. “I hold the other opinion. Once I wrote that our object should be to extend man’s dominion over all the universe. Why not conquer time as space has been conquered?”


  Spinoza and Franklin shook their heads doubtfully, and then Caesar interrupted restlessly.


  “Talk, talk—we have too much of it here. What Guinard wants is action and help. Are we to give it to him?”


  “I say again, let us help him!” Ikhnaton exclaimed. “Why should not the future aid the past, as the past has always aided its future?”


  Rabelais shook his head sorrowfully. “Men are fools. Guinard’s people would have no more troubles if they forgot their hatreds and hopes and stuck to their drinking.”


  Zyskyn spoke troubledly to the old statesman. “Guinard, they seem to feel there is too much danger in what you ask.” Guinard’s thin shoulders sagged. “Then I shall never be able to steer my people out of their misery.”


  Uproar of argument broke out again. Merrill ignored it. The desperation, the hopelessness, in the old statesman’s face had wakened a fierce resolve in the young American.


  “Guinard, there’s one way to get what you want,” he muttered. “This way!”


  And Merrill snatched out the flat pistol inside his jacket and leveled it at Zyskyn.


  “I hate to do this,” he said to the dumfounded group. “But I’ve seen the misery that Guinard is trying to relieve. He’s got to have your help. You’ll promise him the apparatus he needs, or—”


  “Or what, man of the past?” said young Zyskyn, smiling faintly at Merrill.


  He made a swift motion with his hand. From a bracelet on his wrist leaped a little tongue of green light.


  It hit Merrill’s arm with paralyzing shock. The pistol dropped from his nerveless fingers.


  The silence was broken by Caesar’s laugh. “I like that young fool. At least, he doesn’t just talk—he tries to act.”


  “He has shown that the people of his age are too barbaric to be trusted with Zyskyn’s science,” snapped the space-explorer, Loring.


  Guinard looked down strickenly at the American. “Lieutenant, you shouldn’t have done that!”


  And then suddenly, through the increased uproar of disputing voices that followed Merrill’s impulsive action and defeat, there came a slow, chill voice.


  “Will you listen to me, brothers?”


  It was the man at the farthest end of the long table who was speaking. The cowled figure of Su Suum, always before silent.


  Zyskyn, Caesar, Franklin—all in the room were stricken to silence by the unexpected voice. They stared wonderingly at Su Suum.


  “You have often wondered about me,” Su Suum said quietly. “I told you that I came from Earth’s far future, but I did not tell you more than that. I preferred to listen. But now, I think, I must speak.


  “I come from a time far in Earth’s future, indeed. By your reckoning, it would be the 14,000th Century.”


  “That far?” whispered Zyskyn, astounded. “But—”


  Su Suum, his strange young-old face quiet and passionless, continued. “As to who I am—I am the last.”


  A terrible realization came to Merrill, of the meaning of those quiet words. “You mean—?” Socrates was murmuring astoundedly.


  “Yes,” said Su Suum. “I mean that I am the last man of all men. The final survivor of the race to whose past you all belong.”


  His brooding eyes looked beyond them into infinite space and time. “All the history of our race, I know. I could tell you all of it, how the first star-colonists left Earth in the 34th Century, how the cooling Earth was itself evacuated in the 108th, how for thousands on thousands of years our race spread out through the galaxies and founded a cosmic empire of power and splendor you could not even imagine.


  “And I could tell you, too, of how with the long ages that empire finally shrunk and withered as the galaxies faded and died. Of how the mighty realm and the trillioned races of men fell in inevitable decline, shrinking with the eras to fewer worlds, until at last but a remnant of them were left on a dying world far across the galaxy.


  “I was the last of that remnant,” Su Suum continued. “The last of all men left in a dying, darkened universe. With me, human history concludes its glorious span as we all knew that somewhere and someday it must conclude itself.”


  The cowled man made a gesture. “I was lonely, in that dying, haunted universe. And before I died I wanted to come back to the little world from which our race sprang, the Earth. Dead, icy and forlorn it is in my era—and I the only man upon it.


  “That is why, by means of the Sign that descended through the ages to me, I came among you. I have sat here many times with you men of the past, listening to your talk of the ages. And to me, it has been as though I relived the wonderful saga of our race.”


  The men—these men from as many different ages—stared at Su Suum as though he were indeed a ghost from beyond death.


  Merrill finally heard old Lao-Tse ask, “Then, last of men, what is your word as to the decision we must make on Guinard’s request?”


  Su Suum spoke slowly. “My word is this: Even though it were possible to transgress the bounds of Earth’s ages without disaster, even though you were able thus to save your peoples from confusion and struggle, would it be great gain?


  “I tell you this—no matter what great powers you win, no matter how high you carry human achievement, in the end it must all conclude with me. Must end with a perished race, humanity’s story told, all the great goals you struggled toward fallen to dust and nothingness.


  “So, it is not important that you may not attain the goals toward which you struggle. What is important is the way in which you carry on that struggle, your own courage and kindness from day to day. Though you attain the most glittering Utopia of your dreams, yet it will someday perish. But the mere passing days of struggle that you make splendid by your courage, the record that you write in the pages of the past, that can never perish.”


  Merrill saw Guinard stand up, and in the midst of a deep silence speak unsteadily.


  “I am answered from the world’s end,” said the old statesman. “And you have given me the courage of which you speak.”


  He looked around the silent group. “I shall return now. May my young friend return with me? I guarantee his silence.”


  There was a moment’s hesitation, and then Caesar made a gesture. “Let him go, friends. Gurnard’s guarantee is good.” Guinard held his medallion-watch above himself and Merrill, pressed the jewels on its back. The thread of blinding light from the instrument struck the American and he knew nothing.


  Merrill awoke with sun streaming into his eyes. He sat up dazedly and found himself on the couch in Guinard’s shabby hotel room.


  The old man was bending over him. “I fear that you fell asleep in here last night, Lieutenant.”


  Merrill sprang to his feet. “Guinard! We’re back on Earth, then! They let me come back!”


  Guinard frowned at him in perplexity. “Back on Earth? I don’t understand. I’m afraid you’ve been dreaming.”


  Merrill clutched his arm. “It was no dream! You were there with me, with Caesar, Socrates, all of them! And that man Su Suum—good God, the last of the human race—”


  Guinard soothingly patted his shoulder. “There, Lieutenant, you’ve apparently had a nightmare of some kind.”


  Merrill stared at him. Then he spoke slowly. “I think I understand. You guaranteed my silence. You know that if you pretend it all never happened, I’ll have to keep silent, since nobody would ever believe me.”


  The old statesman shook his head. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  Merrill felt staggered. Had it all then really been mere fabric of dream, that brotherhood of the ages? If it were—Guinard was speaking. “Enough of this. There’s work to do. Work that may or may not pull my people together. But it’s got to be tried.”


  “But last night you were so hopeless,” Merrill said wonderingly.


  “That was my weakness,” Guinard said quietly. “I forgot that it is not whether we win or lose the struggle that matters most, but how we bear ourselves in the fight. I shall not weaken again.”


  The words of Su Suum reechoed in Merrill’s mind. And he knew now that it had been no dream, even though Guinard would never admit it, even though he’d never be able to convince anyone.


  And Guinard knew he knew, for the statesman’s eyes met his in a long, quiet look. Then the old man turned toward the door.


  “Come, Lieutenant. Our work is waiting for us.”


  THE WORLDS OF TOMORROW


  Startling Stories, 1946


  MARS


  MARS, the third planet from the Sun, is the oldest world in the whole System. The crimson sphere has an ancient history that antedates that of any of the other planets.


  * * * *


  Scientists agree that human civilization rose on Mars long before it did so on any of the other worlds. Planetary archaeologists calculate the date of the first appearance of real civilization on Mars as at least 290,000 B.C., reckoning by Earth chronology. That date marks the beginning of the First Dynasty—the era of the first kings who ruled over all the known, inhabited parts of the red planet.


  Our information concerning the first five dynasties of Martian rulers is very vague. We know that even in that prehistoric time Mars was a drying, desert world, its life maintained only by the periodical melting of its polar snow-caps. Scientists speculate that the sharpening of adverse conditions probably stimulated the first real upburst of Martian scientific progress. That atomic power was known by the time of the Fifth Dynasty is a fact of which we are certain.


  The Sixth Dynasty, circa 234,000 B.C., is known in history as that of the Canal Builders. It was the great kings of that regime who initiated and carried to completion the vast project which doubled the habitable area of Mars by bringing the water of the snow-caps carefully far south and north in underground aqueducts. Even with the primitive atomic power they possessed, the project must have been one of Herculean undertaking.


  Next followed a period of prosperity in which occurred the most glorious epoch of Martian history—that of the Seventh Dynasty. Known to legend as the Great Kings, those rulers reared titanic structures and cities whose remnants in the desert now form ruined cities which still awe the curious interplanetary traveler. Martian scientific progress reached its peak during the Seventh Dynasty.


  The Land of Storms


  The Eighth Dynasty, of the Lesser Kings, attained a magnificence unrivaled by previous generations. It was during the reign of the Lesser Kings that Martian exploring expeditions were sent to Jupiter, Saturn and other worlds of the System. So was inaugurated the first period of interplanetary commerce and travel. This period lasted for a few centuries. Then, unaccountably, it faded and was completely forgotten until the Earthmen, long later, re-opened the space-ways.


  It was in the Ninth Dynasty that disaster interrupted Martian progress. Out of the unknown reaches of the area in the south called the Land of Storms—a vast region considered impenetrable because of the terrific sandstorms which scourge it—came a mysterious race of invaders, the Wallus.


  We know very little now about the Wallus. We do know that they were not of human stock at all, but an alien race evolved in that hidden land who developed a strange science of war.


  The Wallus sacked Rylik, the legendary capital of the Great Kings then, within ten years, they drove the Martians back north of the equator. A half century later, the Wallus were supreme over the Martians, unhuman masters ruling the human Martians as slaves.


  The Wallus are listed as the Eleventh and Twelfth Dynasties in the formal chronology of Mars. They were overthrown about 198,000 B.C. by the human Martians, who set up a new capital at Syrtis, near the equator. The remaining Wallus fled back into the mysterious Land of Storms and are supposed to have died out there, though there are legends that they still exist in the unconquerable recesses of that unexplored region.


  The Thirteenth, Fourteenth and Fifteenth Dynasties of the Martians all reigned from Syrtis. Attempts were made to revive Martian scientific progress, with partial success, but the glory of the science of the Great Kings was never attained.


  The Polar Kings


  The Sixteenth Dynasty is called the Polar Kings. They were usurpers who seized control of the canal system in the north polar region, and by cutting off the flow of the precious water forced all northern and equatorial Mars to bow to them. A revolution brought the rule back to Syrtis, in 145,230 B.C. The attempt to revive scientific progress continued during the Seventeenth, Eighteenth and Nineteenth Dynasties.


  This constant attempt at a renaissance ended in strange catastrophe. Mechanical inventions multiplied so rapidly toward the end of this period that there rose a following, the Cult of the Machine. They maintained that machines could not only work more efficiently than men, but could also think more efficiently. They devised unbelievably intricate and semi-intelligent, conscious mechanical robot brains, who were to give impersonal analysis and advice on every problem.


  The system worked well at first. But toward the end of the Nineteenth Dynasty, the machine-advisors, who had constantly sought to intensify their own intelligence and powers, calmly took over active rule of the human Martians. The machines crushed all opposition and dispassionately directed all human activities, as rulers.


  These Machine Kings, who rank as the Twentieth Dynasty, seem actually to have ruled their human subjects with utter efficiency and justice. On the other hand, men could not and would not remain subservient to such cold, alien mentalities.


  End of the Thinking Machines


  There was born in the Martians a passionate hatred of their mechanical masters. It was fostered by the wild prophet Dorotho, a half-mad visionary whose so-called “Chant of Dorotho” contained some amazingly accurate prophecies as to the future decay of all Martian civilization and the coming of strange new races.


  The Martians rose finally and, in a surprise coup, destroyed the Machine Kings. The constructing of additional robot-brains was forbidden. Machines were still used, of course, and from the next dynasty dates the wonderful Machine City of the south which is the most striking relic on Mars—a city whose mechanisms still operate perpetually, long after their makers’ deaths. But the prohibition on thinking machines was always kept in mind, for fear they would attempt to seize power once again.


  The next five dynasties of Mars mark a rapid decline of Martian science and art. A last attempt was made to revive the old glory of Mars in 109,445 B.C., under Kames the Restorer, at a rebuilt Syrtis. But with his death the effort flickered out, the empire split into small warring nations and then into half-civilized desert tribes who roamed the banks of the great canals.


  By 100,000 B.C., Mars was a desert world of fighting tribes who dwelled among the mighty ruins and near the scant oases along the canals. A number of cities, notably Syrtis, did survive and keep some of the old Martian traditions and knowledge alive. But such places were few.


  It is believed that the Jovian civilization which flourished about 88,000 B.C., Earth chronology, sent explorers in crude rocketships to Mars, and that the Jovians gained much of their own ephemeral glory of science from study of Martian relics. But the Jovian magnificence was even shorter-lived than the Martian.


  Landing of the Earthmen


  It was not for nearly a hundred thousand years later that organized space-traffic began again. Then the vigorous new civilization of Earth, rising with unprecedented rapidity, sent forth its first explorer, the immortal Gorham Johnson. When he landed on Mars, an epoch was ended and another epoch began. Since then planetary archaeologists from Earth and other planets have unraveled many of the mysteries of the ancient, mighty Martian civilization, though there are even more enigmas at which we cannot even guess.


  The Martians are, even now, perhaps the most strange people psychically in the whole System. Consciousness of a mighty past, a lost greatness, makes them tend to look down on other races with a scorn perhaps not unmixed with envy. The great ruins of the past that dot Mars incite them to brood too much upon the dead glory of their race.


  Inherited ability, perhaps, explains their remarkable aptitude for scientific research. Their art is severely geometrical and functional, lacking the aesthetic sense of the Venusians. Similarly, their music is a complicated harmonics that other planetary peoples are inclined to consider soulless.


  They live on their world, enwrapped in the past. And whoever has traveled to Mars and stood at night, in the desert, and seen the two moons of Phobos and Deimos hurtling low over the mighty ruins of the Martian cities of hundreds of thousands of years ago, must feel with them the grandeur and sadness of their planet’s history.


  JUPITER


  JUPITER, mighty monarch-world of the Solar System, was first colonized by Earthmen in the year 2005. But men had visited it some years previously, and had brought back reports of the giant planet’s wonders.


  * * * *


  Jupiter, mighty monarch-world of the Solar System, was first colonized by Earthmen in the year 2005. But men had visited it some years previously, and had brought back reports of the giant planet’s wonders.


  As every school child knows, the first space flight was that of Gorham Johnson to the moon, in 1971.


  Johnson was a veteran of the Second World War who spent years trying to perfect a rocket that would make use of the newly discovered atomic power. Soon, after his first great flight to the moon, he made a second voyage in which he reached Venus and Mercury, and a third in which he touched Mars and Jupiter.


  Johnson was accompanied on this great third voyage of 1988 by Mark Carew, inventor of the gravitation equalizer. When they sailed on that voyage, their crew did not know that they meant to go beyond the orbit of Mars. Had they known, the men would never have signed up for the trip.


  After leaving Mars, Johnson and Carew headed on outward through the asteroidal belt. Carew, in his book (Spaceward to Glory, 1994), says that the men became mutinous when they realized that the voyage was to continue to Jupiter. They believed, like most other Earthmen at that time, that the outer planets were all too cold and poisonous of atmosphere for human existence, and that they would surely perish there.


  LANDED AT CALLISTO


  To quiet them, Johnson told them he would not land on Jupiter, but on one of its larger moons. Their rocket, the Pioneer II, made a landing on Callisto. There they were attacked by the crystals of that moon, which Carew calls “a creeping diamond horror.” And it was there on Callisto that Gorham Johnson was stricken by a swift fatal sickness, his frame enfeebled by the incredible hardships of his three stupendous voyages.


  Carew in his book (Page 434) tells how Gorham Johnson, dying, asked that they carry him out of the rocket and let him look up at Jupiter, whose vast, cloudy white bulk filled the sky over them.


  “I will never live to reach it, but you must land there,” Johnson murmured to his loyal lieutenant. “It will be safe. The day will come when Earthmen will have cities on that great world yes, and on the worlds beyond, even out to Pluto.”


  IN THE VOID


  A little later, Johnson died. His last speech, Carew tells us, was his famous dying request that they release his body in space, to roam the void in death as in life.


  Johnson’s prophecy that Jupiter would be habitable was fulfilled when Carew landed there. Beneath the up-


  per poisonous levels of the atmosphere they found a clear, breathable atmosphere, and a world warmed by inner radioactive heat. They were amazed by the vast continents and endless seas. They marveled at the limitless fern-jungles, dotted with ruins of a vanished civilization, and the colossal and terrible Fire Sea. And they met the Jovians and made a friendly contact with them.


  Carew went back to Earth from Jupiter, to lead his famous expedition to Saturn and the farther planets the following year. For some time, in the excitement of the exploration of those outer worlds, Earthmen heard little of Jupiter.


  SITE FOR EARTH COLONY


  But explorers had visited Jupiter in 1990, 1994 and 1997. They had fixed a site for a possible Earth colony in the continent which Carew named South Equatoria, for it was here that deposits of valuable uranium, radium, iridium, platinum and other ores had been located.


  A concession for a huge area was obtained from the Jovians by a fair treaty. In 2005 the First Jovian Expedition sailed from Earth, under command of Robert Caswell whose name is immortalized by the Caswell Strait between North and South Equatoria.


  The expedition stopped at Mars for replenishing of supplies, and then sailed for Jupiter. Three ships were meteor-struck during passage through the asteroidal zone, but there were no other casualties during the long trip.


  Landing was made on the southwest coast of South Equatoria, on June 12, 2005 (Earth calendar). A monument of simple design, bearing that historic date and no other legend, now rises from the shore near Jovopolis to celebrate the event.


  The first step in establishment of the Earth colony was erection of smelters which rapidly poured out a stream of metalloy from the rich Jovian ores nearby.


  Metalloy sheets were rapidly built into the structures of a city, and that city, called Jovopolis by Robert Caswell, grew quickly from a straggling village, to a considerable community.


  PROGRESS IN TRADE


  Contact with the Jovians was maintained on a friendly basis. Authorities were careful not to offend the planetary natives by granting any mining or other concessions near the mysterious ruins which the Jovians held sacred. Within five Earth years, ships were traveling from Jupiter back to Earth and Mars, heavily laden with grain, new hybridized Jovian fruits, super-valuable radium, uranium and other rare metals, and a variety of miscellaneous Jovian products.


  Robert Caswell, the first governor of Jupiter, was an ambitious explorer and mapped large portions, not only of South Equatoria, but of the neighboring continents of North Equatoria and Torridia. Of course, he was able to chart only the main continental outlines, and the great part of Jupiter’s actual surface remains unexplored to this day. Caswell was killed in a crash-landing in the jungle outside Jovopolis, in 2012.


  A MINIATURE JUPITER


  The colony prospered, however. Expeditions were sent to Europa, Io and Ganymede, the other three of the four great moons, to explore. Europa was found to be a miniature Jupiter, jungle-covered and quite habitable, though lacking valuable minerals as far as could be ascertained. Io, on the other hand, was as harsh and forbidding as Callisto, though uninhabited by the crystal-creatures that tenant Callisto’s wastes. Ganymede, the fourth moon, is still a mystery. Three expeditions sent there have failed to return, and further attempts at exploration there are temporarily prohibited.


  In 2015, the Jupiter-Earth ship-lines were terrorized by radium bandits who held up the craft carrying back the precious metals to Earth. Development of the colony was set back for a time. But as the Planet Police got the radium bandits under control, colonial development prospered again, and was destined to meet no further danger until there suddenly developed the dark, unbelievable menace of the atavism horror a menace that seemed fated to sweep Earthmen from Jupiter forever.


  PLUTO


  PLUTO, the solar system’s coldest planet.


  Pluto, the outermost, coldest planet of the Solar System, was first visited in the year 2002 by Jan Wenzi, whose name has since been given to the planet’s great north polar sea.


  * * * *


  Wenzi was the third of that great triumvirate of space-pioneers, the other two of whom were the immortal Gorham Johnson and Mark Carew. These three first trail-blazers of space were men of widely different type.


  The lanky, somber-eyed Gorham Johnson, who made the initial space-flight to the moon in 1971, and who led the 1979 expedition to Venus and Mercury and the 1988 expedition to Mars and Jupiter, is of course the most famous of that great trio. Johnson was a dreamer the greatest our race has ever known. It was the dream of mankind expanding without limit into the vast universe which spurred him on, even after his frail body collapsed and he walked on artificial limbs.


  Mark Carew, second in command of the Mars-


  Jupiter expedition, took the leadership after Johnson’s tragic death on Callisto. He was basically a scientist.


  Thirst for knowledge was the driving motive of Carew.


  It led him to organize the 1991 expedition which first visited Saturn, Uranus and Neptune. And it led him, a few years later, on that last vain attempt to reach Pluto from which Carew never returned.


  MUTINY IN SPACE


  But Jan Wenzi, to whom was reserved the glory of reaching the farthest planet, was neither dreamer nor scientist. He was of the age-old explorer type that is obsessed by an unceasing desire to push beyond all known frontiers, and to look upon places never before seen by man.


  Wenzi in his book (My Story, 2005), tells how as a boy of fourteen he was in the crowd that watched Gorham Johnson take off on his first epochal flight to the moon.


  “The crowd there on the Colorado plateau was making skeptical jokes as Johnson entered the little rocketship,” writes Wenzi, “and when the craft roared up and vanished there was much comment to the effect that a crazy man had found a unique method of committing suicide. But I knew, as I looked up into the sky after the vanished ship, that some day I too was going to go out there and look on worlds never seen before by Earthmen.”


  When Gorham Johnson returned from the moon, and was greeted by such a wild reception as no hero had ever before been accorded, Wenzi tried frantically to enlist in the coming Venus-Mercury expedition. But his youth, and lack of technical training, prevented this.


  Nothing daunted, the intrepid pioneer applied himself to technical studies and succeeded in joining the Mars-Jupiter expedition of 1988. He was one of the few of the crew who remained loyal to Johnson and Carew when the crew threatened mutiny at going beyond Mars. After Johnson’s death on Callisto, when the expedition landed on Jupiter, Wenzi was one of the first Earth-men to step onto that mighty world. And there, rashly, venturing alone into the jungle, he was attacked by a Jovian “crawler,” and so seriously injured that he almost died on the way back to Earth.


  EXPEDITION TO PLUTO


  Wenzi’s injuries did not prevent him from joining Mark Carew in the historic 1991 expedition to Saturn, Uranus and Neptune. But a fall while exploring on Uranus so aggravated his old hurts that for four years he lay in an Earth hospital, apparently hopelessly crippled, and sending innumerable pitiful messages to his idol. Thus, when Carew rocketed away again in 1994 in an attempt to reach Pluto, Wenzi could not go and was forced to lie on a hospital cot in utter misery at not being able to be along.


  By 1999, Carew had been given up for lost, since he had not returned nor sent back any word. The general belief was that Pluto was too far to be reachable as yet, and public attention turned toward the more easily accessible worlds of Mars and Venus and Jupiter, where Earthmen were beginning to stream out to build colonial cities and trade with the native races. In this great fever of colonization, Pluto was more or less forgotten.


  But Jan Wenzi had not forgotten. The old fever of space-exploration gripped him as strongly as ever. He had been released from hospital by that year, but he was badly crippled, unable to walk more than a few steps at a time, his hair graying even at the age of forty-two from long hardship and suffering. Yet he had determined to reach Pluto.


  There was general criticism when Wenzi began forming his Pluto Expedition, because of his physical disabilities and the enormous difficulties of the project.


  Armchair space-travelers pointed out the impossibility of the whole attempt. Scientists weightily listed the tremendous obstacles to success in such an undertaking, and the public as a whole had no belief whatever in its soundness. Wenzi was mocked and satirized in cartoons and on the theatrical stage.


  But a few believed in Wenzi. They were old spacemen like himself, men who had rocketed with him in past years and knew his indomitable spirit better than the public. They came in answer to his call. With eleven men, in the ship he had called the Johnson, Wenzi blasted off for Pluto on January 12, 2000.


  THE MYSTERIOUS ISLAND


  The brave explorer refueled and restocked supplies at the new post on Saturn. From there he vanished out into the vast empty outer spaces of the System. Not one person in a million expected him ever to return. But return he did four years later the crippled commander and four surviving men came roaring back to the inner planets in their battered ship. He had achieved his great ambition he had been first on Pluto.


  Wenzi lived only a year after his return to Earth.


  The government had decorated him, but refused to permit him to leave the hospital in which he was a virtual invalid, chafing at the inaction, he wasted away and soon died. The last words muttered by the indomitable explorer were, “Blast off!”


  Wenzi’s expedition had found Pluto a frigid, icy world, but one where hardy Earthmen could live. Icefields covered almost the whole planet except a narrow equatorial region of frozen plains, and the great seas whose salt-content was so high that they remained unfrozen.


  Wenzi had also been the first to discover the Marching Mountains, those amazing, titanic glaciers that move around the planet in a regular path. He had penetrated as far southwest as the shores of the Lethe Ocean, and as far southeast as the curious Ring Sea, whose whirling tide circled a great central, mountainous island that has never been successfully explored.


  None to this day have visited that mysterious island and returned.


  ICE-CITIES OF A FROZEN WORLD


  Wenzi had also found the strange ice-cities of the native Plutonians and had established friendly contact with that hairy race. He brought back tales of the enormous animals that rove the ice-fields, or biburs and ice-bears and ice-cats and other huge furred beasts. Also, he brought back samples of minerals and precious stones blasted from the frozen plains, which were badly needed on Earth.


  The lure of furs and gems and precious minerals led further explorers to Pluto, and in 2008 an attempt was made to establish a colony there. The attempt failed, the little colony men, women, and two infants being wiped out by one of the ferocious equatorial blizzards.


  It was seen that an Earthman colony would need elaborate protection against the cold and storms of the icy planet.


  So, in 2011, a more ambitious colonizing attempt was made. A large glassite dome was set up and air-


  conditioned by atomic machinery, and inside this dome was built the city appropriately named Tartarus. The domed cities of Elysia and Newton were built nearby soon after, and other Earthmen cities arose shortly on the other side of the planet.


  Cerberus, until then rarely visited, was designated by the System Government as the site of an Interplanetary Prison, in 2012. Charon, was even less often visited, because of the nightmare ferocity of its animal life.


  Styx, the third moon, had been ignored from the first because it was plain to be seen it was completely water-covered.


  EARTH’S NEW COLONY


  The Earthman colony on Pluto has flourished, but growth has not been fast. The vast distance from the inner planets has necessitated design of a wholly new type of spaceship with great cruising-radius. Also, distance from the sun so weakens the ultraviolet and other necessary solar radiation that Earthmen find it necessary to resort to periodical exposure to artificial therapeutic vibrations to counteract this lack. Temperament and character also, on the outer planets, suffers curious alterations.


  Chief exports from Pluto, beside the furs that are famous through the whole System, are such valuable metals as cadmium, vanadium, tungsten and others. There are small radium mines north of Lethe Ocean but they produce but little compared to the great uranium and radium industry of Jupiter. There is a certain demand from planetary zoos for the bizarre Plutonian animals, which must, of course, be kept in refrigerated cages.


  It is probable that when more of Pluto’s icy surface is explored, new sources of valuable exports will be found. One curious feature that must be mentioned in connection with this distant planet is the strange mental affliction which the System psychiatrists call “Plutomania.” Earthmen and other people of the inner planets who stay long on the icy world are liable to develop a queer psychosis that is manifested as an hysterical craving for light.


  This malady arises, of course, from the eternal dusk of this world. Venusians, accustomed to more light than Earthmen, are affected more quickly. Mercurians are so strongly affected that few of that race have ever visited the planet.


  FUTURIA


  THE planet created by the Futuremen is the only one in the System that contains a place where normal humanoid beings are accustomed to walk upside down. The Institute of Pure and Applied Gravitation, covering several square miles of ground, has for years conducted experiments on the effect of variable gravity on plant life, and one of its Rare Plant Departments is maintained under reverse gravity.


  Once inside, of course, a visitor soon becomes accustomed to seeing top and bottom interchanged, and soon loses any idea that he is walking on his head. But as seen from the outside, the entire group of buildings and greenhouses presents a weird appearance.


  Only the plant life bears its familiar aspect—and this is the one thing that is really abnormal. Grown under natural gravity, it has been transplanted here in the usual Earth fashion, and then subjected to reversed gravity.


  * * * *


  Plants Grow Huge


  The appearance of the plants is thus affected amazingly.


  With gravity pulling them upwards, they grow to many times their usual height. These experiments have already led to valuable discoveries of hitherto unsuspect functions of plant cells.


  The Upside-Down Institute, as it is called, is but one of the many wonders of Futurian life. The transportation system is another.


  Futuria is the one planet that maintains practically free lateral and vertical transportation for all inhabitants. The costs are paid by taxes on special magnetic clothing sold only by the government. A man wearing this clothing need only step into the proper lane, at certain designated station, and be whisked away at a speed close to a hundred miles an hour.


  As seen from below, he has all the appearance of flying, and the Futurian skies, full of soaring men, women, and children, never fail to intrigue visitors.


  Eases Land Shortage


  The new planet has had a great effect on System economic life. Five years after completion of its core, it was ready to receive immigrants.


  But even before that, the news of its creation had spread panic among land speculators, and eased the land shortage.


  The Interplanetary Government could complete its landscaping at leisure, while the Futuremen went on to other tasks.


  Futuria’s orbit is an ellipse, averaging about 160,000,000 miles from the sun. By treating the planet as a huge space-vessel, and giving it the proper acceleration from time to time, its motion can be easily controlled.


  The use of gravity screens prevents it from disturbing the stable orbits of Mars and Earth.


  Futuria itself is smaller than Earth, but has much more available living space. Its surface is mostly dry land. Only two small artificial oceans have been created to serve as planetary reservoirs, and from these, a network of canals radiate over the entire surface.


  However, the planet does not show all the regularities of design some government officials hoped it would.


  Planet Still Shrinks


  The reason lies below the surface. Though previously packed down under high pressure, the materials used in its construction have undergone further shrinkage that is still continuing. Great folds in the surface have formed the beginnings of mountain ranges, wide-spread depressions indicate the beds of new, natural oceans. Already the Rising Hills promise to put the Himalayas of Earth in the shade, and the Vanishing Lake has a water level a thousand feet below that of the neighboring dry land . . . when it has a water level at all. It dries up during the summer, to reappear during the fall.


  In addition to the expected inhabitants, Futuria has had a great many unwanted immigrants.


  These have been smuggled in on unfumigated space.


  Despite a Few Unwelcome Immigrants, Such as Jovian Fire-Men and Carnivorous Plants, the Futuremen’s Strange World Still Remains the Ideal Place to Live!


  Ships, in a gigantic System-wide racket that has only recently been broken up by the Planet Patrol.


  Serpent-Men Under Control


  As a result, one large area is in the hands of Martian Serpent Men, a semi-humanoid race whose fierce murderous habits had set the other inhabitants of their native planet against them. Of the thousand or so survivors of this almost extinct species of Mars, almost half succeeded in reaching Futuria.


  Here conditions of life have proved so favorable for the development of their eggs, that their numbers have increased tenfold. But the planet government has now limited their expansion, and they offer no threat to the planet’s future.


  The Jovian fire-men, flame-breathers who had been threatened with extinction by the gradual cooling of their native planet, also emigrated without Government consent, and settled near the giant volcano which had formed in Futuria’s southern hemisphere. They too gained a new lease on life.


  The shrinking of the new planet’s surface had naturally led to the evolution of considerable internal heat. This heat was particularly evident in the volcanic region, and had the double effect of making life tolerable for the Jovians, and impossible for most other races.


  Carnivorous Plants Appear


  Along with the unexpected animal immigrants, Futuria has also found itself supplied with unwanted plants. A living forest, composed of carnivorous vegetative and semi-vegetative forms undoubtedly owes its formation to spores brought in on unfumigated ships. So too do the Fungus Plains, a flat area some fifty miles in diameter, that shines with a queer greenish light of its own, and at night serves as a gigantic natural lighthouse for space ships racing in from the outer planets.


  Mycologists estimate that more than ten thousand varieties of molds and other fungi grow here in great profusion. Unfortunately, the predominant kinds seem to be relatives of the exceedingly virulent Saturnian varieties, and most animals live no more than a few moments after setting foot within its borders.


  Inhabitants Like Futuria


  Of course, not all of Futuria’s immigrants are unwanted.


  Great numbers of people from all hitherto existing planets have taken up their abodes not far from the Equatorial Canal, where the climate is most pleasant. They have come in bewildering variety, and form the most cosmopolitan population yet seen within the System.


  They have built up, with Government help, three main cities—Lunar City, named for the Futuremen’s home, Cometstown, for the teardrop-shaped vessel, and what may come as a surprise—Gragville, named, it need not be said, for the great robot himself.


  The choice of a name for Gragville came only after an excited and somewhat amusing controversy that lasted for more than a month.


  The mayor of what had at first been known as Settlement Number Three wrote to Newton asking that either he or Simon accept the honor of having the city named after himself, and be present at the dedicatory exercises. Simon, who had long since passed the stage of seeking such honors, refused at once.


  Curt Newton, who had other matters to interest him at the moment, and could not spare the time needed to visit the city, declined politely, stating that the planet’s name was honor enough, and suggested instead that the new metropolis be named after either Grag or Otho. And as he temporarily needed the services of neither the android nor the robot, he shipped them both off to Futuria, and the delighted but worried mayor of Settlement Three now found himself facing a real problem.


  Synthetic Men Seek Honor


  Should the city be named for Otho or for Grag? The two synthetic creatures were both anxious for the honor, and all the quarrelsomeness in their natures came to the fore.


  The mayor, too discreet to show his preference either way, proclaimed a special election to settle this great question, and for several weeks both Grag and Otho threw themselves into electioneering with all the vigor and skill of veteran politicians.


  It was a bewildering and not uncommon experience for a voter to find himself approached by the two rivals at once, each securing a firm grasp on some part of his clothes, and extolling his own virtues.


  It is doubtful whether either Grag or Otho won many voters in this fashion, for their usual victim was too paralyzed with fright to understand what either of them said. The real decision was apparently the result of a whispering campaign—or rather, of two whispering campaigns, one of which failed to achieve its effect.


  Voters Become Divided


  Otho’s tactics were to split Grag’s supporters into two rival groups—one in favor of Gragville, the other in favor of Robotstown. In this way he hoped that even if he didn’t obtain a majority of the votes, at least he would be able to win.


  However, Grag’s supporters saw through this maneuver, and made it clear that they were heartily opposed to Robotstown. The name didn’t necessarily apply to Grag, and then too it might have been misleading.


  At the same time, following Grag’s directions, they repeated to any listeners they found that Otho had been made a fool of by one Bror Ingmann, Terror of Space—as narrated in “Days of Creation.” This lie had already been exposed, but it still found ignorant believers, and Gragville squeaked through to a narrow victory.


  Grag magnanimously permitted a suburb of his city to be called Otho Heights—to be greatly chagrined some time later when he learned that the suburb had outgrown the town proper and was considered far superior as a residence.


  Mystery Shrouds Mountain


  No description of Futuria would be complete without some reference to the Haunted Peak, an unexpected evidence of superstition to find on a planet which had been constructed synthetically and should have been entirely without mystery. But even before the planet was officially opened to immigration, strange reports were circulated about mysterious noises and events occurring in the neighborhood of a peak not far from the South Polar Ocean.


  There was no evidence that any familiar life-forms had made the peak their home, and an official investigating committee denied absolutely that this part of Futuria was inhabited.


  Popular opinion still insists, however, that the peak had become the home of invisible men from outer space.


  Astonishingly enough, this belief is shared by none others than Curt Newton and the Brain.


  “Some day, Simon,” observed Captain Future, “we’ll have to investigate that place. There should be at least as much to learn as from a study of past civilizations.”


  “Some day, lad,” agreed the Brain. “Meanwhile, we have our studies on magnetogravitational waves to occupy us.”


  Curt Newton nodded. And yet, he had a feeling that the Haunted Peak might be even more important than the investigations that now occupied the attention of the Futuremen. Some day, as he had observed . . .


  Reluctantly, he relegated the idea to the back of his mind. It was a mystery that for the time being must remain unsolved.


  THE DEAD PLANET


  Startling Stories, Spring 1964


  IT DIDN’T LOOK like such a forbidding little world at first. It looked dark, icy and lifeless, but there was no hint of what brooded there. The only question in our minds then was whether we would die when our crippled ship crashed on it.


  Tharn was at the controls. All three of us had put on our pressure suits in the hope that they might save us if the crash was bad. In the massive metal suits we looked like three queer, fat robots, like three metal globes with jointed mechanical arms and legs.


  “If it hadn’t happened here!” came. Dril’s hopeless voice through the inter-com. “Here in the most desolate and unknown part of the whole galaxy!”


  “We’re lucky we were within reaching distance of a star system when the generators let go, I murmured.


  “Lucky, Oroc?” repeated Dril bitterly. “Lucky, to postpone our end by a few days of agony? It’s all we can look forward to on that.”


  The system ahead did look discouraging for wrecked star explorers. Here in a thin region at the very edge of the galaxy, it centered around a sun that was somber dark red, ancient, dying.


  Six worlds circled that smoldering star. We were dropping toward the innermost of the six planets, as the most possibly habitable. But now, we could clearly see that life could not exist on it. It was an airless sphere, sheathed in eternal snow and ice.


  The other five planets were even more hopeless. And we could not change course now, anyway. It was a question of whether the two strained generators that still functioned would be able to furnish enough power to slow down our landing speed and save us from total destruction.


  Death was close, and we knew it, yet we remained unshaken. Not that we were heroes. But we belonged to the Star Service, and while the Star Service yields glory, its members always have the shadow of death over them and so grow accustomed to it.


  . Many in the Star Service had died in the vast, endless task of mapping the galaxy. Of the little exploring ships that went out like ours to chart the farther reaches of stars, only two-thirds or less ever came back. Accidents accounted for the rest—accidents like the blowing of our generators from overload in attempting to claw our way quickly out of a mass of interstellar debris.


  Tharn’s voice came to us calmly.


  “We’ll soon hit it. I’ll try to crabtail in. but the chances are poor. Better strap in.”


  Using the metal arms of our suits clumsily, we hooked into the resilient harnesses that might give us a chance of survival.


  Dril peered at the largening white globe below.


  “There look to be deep snows at places. It would be a little softer there.”


  “Yes,” Tharn replied quietly. “But our ship would remain buried in the snow. On the ice, even if wrecked it could be seen. When another ship comes, they’ll find us, and our charts won’t be lost.”


  Well, for a moment that made me so proud of the Star Service that I was almost contemptuous of the danger rushing upon us.


  It is that wonderful spirit that has made the Service what it is, that has enabled our race to push out from our little world to the farthest parts of the galaxy. Individual explorers might die, but the Service’s conquest of the universe would go on.


  “Here we go,” muttered Dril, still peering downward.


  The icy white face of. the desolate world was rushing up at us with nightmare speed. I waited tensely for Tharn to act.


  He delayed until the last moment. Then he moved the power bar, and the two remaining generators came on with a roar of power.


  They could not stand that overload for more than a few moments before they too blew out. But it was enough for Tharn to swing the falling ship around and use the blast of propulsive vibrations as a brake.


  Making a crabtail landing is more a matter of luck than skill. The mind isn’t capable of estimating the infinitesimal differences that mean disaster or survival. Use a shade too much power, and you’re bounced away from your goal. A shade too little, and you smash to bits.


  Tharn was lucky. Or maybe it wasn’t luck as much as pilot’s instinct. Anyway, it was all over in a moment. The ship fell, the generators screamed, there was a bumping crash, then silence.


  The ship lay on its side on the ice. Its stern had crumpled and split open at one place, and its air had puffed out, though in our suits we didn’t mind that. Also the last two generators had blown out, as expected, from the overload in cushioning our fall.


  “We made it!” Dril bounded from despair to hope. “I never thought we had a real chance. Tharn, you’re the ace of all pilots.”


  But Tharn himself seemed to suffer reaction from tension. He unstrapped like ourselves and stood, a bulky figure in his globular suit, looking out through the quartz portholes.


  “We’ve saved our necks for the time being,” he muttered. “But we’re in a bad fix.”


  The truth of that sank in as we looked out with him. This little planet out on the edge of the galaxy was one of the most desolate I had ever seen. There was nothing but ice and darkness and cold.


  THE ice stretched in all directions, a rolling white plain. There was no air—the deep snows we had seen were frozen air, no doubt. Over the gelid plain brooded a dark sky, two-thirds of which was black emptiness. Across the lower third glittered the great drift of the galaxy stars, of which this system was a borderland outpost.


  “Our generators are shot, and we haven’t enough powerloy to wind new coils for all of them,” Tharn pointed out. “We can’t call a tenth the distance home with our little communicator. And our air will eventually run out.”


  “Our only chance,” he continued decisively, “is to find on this planet enough tantalum and terbium and the other metals we need, to make powerloy and wind new coils. Dril, get out the radio sonde.”


  The radio sonde was the instrument used in our star mapping to explore the metallic resources of unknown planets. It worked by projecting broad beams of vibrations that could be tuned to reflect from any desired elements, the ingenious device detecting and computing position thus.


  Dril got out the compact instrument and tuned its frequencies to the half dozen rare metals we needed. Then we waited while he swung the projector tubes along their quadrants, closely watching the indicators.


  “This is incredible luck!” he exclaimed finally. “The sonde shows terbium, tantalum and the other metals we need all together in appreciable quantities. They’re just under the ice and not far from here!”


  “It’s almost too good to be true,” I said wonderingly. “Those metals are never found all together.”


  Tharn planned quickly.


  “We’ll fit a rough sledge and on it we can haul an auxiliary power unit and the big dis-beam, to cut through the ice. We’ll also have to take cables and tackle for a hoist.” We soon had everything ready and started across the ice, hauling our improvised sledge and its heavy load of equipment.


  The frozen world, brooding beneath the sky that looked out into the emptiness of extra-galactic space, was oppressive. We had hit queer worlds before, but this was the most gloomy I had ever encountered.


  The drift of stars that was our galaxy sank behind the horizon as we went on, and it grew even darker. Our krypton lamps cut a white path through the somber gloom as we stumbled on, the metal feet of our heavy suits slipping frequently on the ice.


  Dril stopped frequently to make further checks with the radio sonde. Finally, after several hours of toilsome progress, he looked up from the instrument and made a quick signal.


  “This is the position,” he declared. “There should be deposits of the metals we need only a hundred feet or so beneath us.”


  It didn’t look encouraging. We were standing on the crest of a low hill of the ice, and it was not the sort of topography where you would expect to find a deposit of those metals.


  But we did not argue with Dril’s findings. We hauled the auxiliary power unit off the sledge, got its little ato-turbine going, and hooked its leads to the big dis-beam projector which we had dismounted from the bows of our ship.


  Tharn played the dis-beam on the ice with expert skill. Rapidly it cut a ten-foot shaft down through the solid ice. It went down for a hundred feet like a knife through cheese and then there was a sudden backlash of sparks and flame. He quickly cut the power.


  “That must be the metal-bearing rock we just hit,” he said.


  Dril’s voice was puzzled.


  “It should be seventy or eighty feet lower to the metal deposits, by the sonde readings.”


  “We’ll go down and see,” Tharn declared. “Help me set up the winch.”


  We had brought heavy girders and soon had them forming a massive tripod over the shaft. Strong cables ran through pulleys suspended from that tripod and were fastened to a big metal bucket in which we could descend by paying out cable through the tackle.


  Only two of us should have gone down, really. But somehow, none of us wanted to wait alone up on the dark ice, nor did any of us want to go down alone into the shaft. So we all three crowded into the big bucket.


  “Acting like children instead of veteran star explorers,” grunted Tharn. “I shall make a note for our psychos on the upsetting effect of conditions on these worlds at the galaxy edge.”


  “Did you bring your beam guns?” Dril asked suddenly.


  We had, all of us. Yet we didn’t know quite why. Some obscure apprehension had made us arm ourselves when there was no conceivable need of it.


  “Let’s go,” said Tharn. “Hang onto the cable and help me pay it out, Oroc.”


  I did as he bade, and we started dropping smoothly down into the shaft in the ice. The only light was the krypton whose rays Dril directed downward.


  We went down a hundred feet, and then we all cried out. For we saw now the nature of the resistance which the dis-beam had met. Here under the ice there was a thick stratum of transparent metal, and the disbeam had had to burn its way through that.


  UNDERNEATH the burned-out hole in that metal stratum there” was—nothing. Just empty space, a. great hollow of some kind here beneath the ice.


  Tharn’s voice throbbed with excitement. “I’d already begun to suspect it. Look down there!”


  The krypton beam, angling downward into the emptiness below us, revealed a spectacle which stunned us.


  Here, beneath the ice,-was a city. It was a great metropolis of white cement structures, dimly revealed by our little light. And this whole city was shielded by an immense dome of transparent metal which withstood the weight of the ice that ages had piled upon it.


  “Our dis-beam cut down through the ice and then through the dome itself,” Tharn was saying excitedly. “This dead city may have been lying hidden here for ages.”


  Dead city? Yes, it was dead. We could see no trace of movement in the dim streets as we dropped toward it.


  The white avenues, the vague facades and galleries and spires of the metropolis, were silent and empty. There was no air here. There could be no inhabitants.


  Our bucket bumped down onto the street. We fastened the cables and climbed out, stood staring numbly about us. Then we uttered simultaneous cries of astonishment.


  An incredible thing was happening. Light was beginning to grow around us. Like the first rosy flush of dawn it came at first, burgeoning into a soft glow that bathed all the far-flung city.


  “This place can’t be dead!” exclaimed Dril. “That light—”


  “Automatic trips could start the light going,” said Tharn. “These people had a great science, great enough for that.”


  “I don’t like it,” Dril murmured. “I feel that the place is haunted.”


  I had that feeling, too. I am not ordinarily sensitive to alien influences. If you are, you don’t get accepted by the Star Service.


  But a dark, oppressive premonition such as I had never felt before now weighed upon my spirits. Deep in my consciousness stirred vague awareness of horror brooding in this silent city beneath the ice.


  “We came here for metal, and we’re going to get it,” Tharn said determinedly. “The light won’t hurt us, it will help us.”


  Dril set up the radio sonde and took bearings again. They showed strongest indications of the presence of the metals we needed at a point some halfway across the city from us.


  There was a towering building there, an enormous pile whose spire almost touched the dome. We took it as our goal and started.


  The metal soles of our pressure suits clanked on the smooth cement paving as we walked. We must have made a strange picture—we three in our grotesque metal armor tramping through that eerily illuminated metropolis of silence and death.


  “This, city is old indeed,” Tharn said in a low voice. “You notice that the buildings have roofs? That means they’re older than—”


  “Tharn! Oroc!” yelled Dril suddenly, swerving around and grabbing for his beam pistol.


  We saw it at the same moment. It was rushing toward us from a side street we had just passed.


  I can’t describe it. It was like no normal form of life. It was a gibbering monstrosity of black flesh that changed from one hideous shape to another with protean rapidity as it flowed toward us.


  The horror and hatred that assaulted our minds were not needed to tell us that this thing was inimical. We fired our beams at it simultaneously.


  The creature sucked back with unbelievable rapidity and disappeared in a flashing movement between two buildings. We ran forward. But it was gone.


  “By all the devils of space!” swore Dril, his voice badly shaken. “What was that?” Tharn seemed as stunned as we.


  “I don’t know. It was living, you saw that. And its swift retreat when we fired argues intelligence and volition.”


  “Ordinary flesh couldn’t exist in this cold vacuum—” I began.


  “There are perhaps more forms of life and flesh than we know,” muttered Tharn. “Yet such things surely wouldn’t build a city like this—”


  “There’s another!” I interrupted, pointing wildly.


  The second of the black horrors advanced like a huge, unreared worm. But even as we raised our pistols, it darted away.


  “We’ve got to go on,” Tharn declared, though his own Voice was a little unsteady. “The metals we need are in or near that big tower, and unless we get them we’ll simply perish on the ice above.”


  “There may be worse deaths than freezing to death up there on the ice,” said Dril huskily. But he came on with us.


  OUR progress through the shining streets of that magically beautiful white city was one of increasing horror.


  The black monstrosities seemed to be swarming in the dead metropolis. We glimpsed and fired at dozens of them. Then we stopped beaming them, for we didn’t seem able to hit them.


  They didn’t come to close quarters to attack us. They seemed rather to follow us and watch us, and their numbers and menacing appearance became more pronounced with every step we took toward the tower.


  More daunting than the inexplicable creatures were the waves of horror and foreboding that were now crushing our spirits. I have spoken of the oppression we had felt since entering the city. It was becoming worse by the minute.


  “We are definitely being subjected to psychological attack from some hostile source,” muttered Tharn. “All this seems to be because we are approaching that tower.”


  “This system is on the edge of the galaxy,” I reminded. “Some undreamed-of creature or creatures from the black outside could have come from there and laired up on this dead world.”


  I believe we would at that point have turned and retreated had not Tharn steadied us with a reminder.


  “Whatever is here that is going to such lengths to force us to retreat is doing so because it’s afraid of us! That argues that we can at least meet it on equal terms.”


  We were approaching the wide flight of steps that led up to the vaulted entrance of the great tower. We moved by now in a kind of daze, crushed as we were by the terrific psychic attack that was rapidly conquering our courage.


  Then came the climax. The lofty doors of the tower swung slowly open. And from within the building there lurched and shambled out a thing, the sight of which froze us where we stood.


  “That never came from any part of our own galaxy!” Dril cried hoarsely.


  It was black, mountainous in bulk and of a shape that tore the brain with horror. It was something like a monstrous, squatting toad, its flesh a heaving black slime from which protruded sticky black limbs that were not quite either tentacles or arms.


  Its triangle of eyes were three slits of cold green fire that watched us with hypnotic intensity. Beneath that hideous chinless face, its breathing pouch swelled in and out painfully as it lurched, slobbering, down the steps toward us.


  Our beams lashed frantically at that looming horror. And they had not the slightest effect on it. It continued to lurch down the steps. And, most ghastly of all, there was in its outlines a subtly hideous suggestion that it was parent, somehow, to the smaller horrors that swarmed in the city behind us.


  Dril uttered a cry and turned to flee, and I stumbled around to join him. But from Tharn came a sharp exclamation.


  “Wait! Look at the thing! It’s breathing!” For • a moment, we couldn’t understand. And then dimly, I did. The thing was obviously breathing. Yet there was no air here!


  Tharn suddenly stepped forward. It was the bravest thing I have ever seen done by a member of the Star Service. He strode right toward the towering, slobbering horror.


  And abruptly, as he reached it, the mountainous black obscenity vanished. It disappeared like a clicked-off televisor scene. And the black swarm in the city behind us disappeared at the same moment.


  “Then it wasn’t real?” Dril exclaimed.


  “It was only a projected hypnotic illusion,” Tharn declared. “Like the others we saw back there. The fact that it was breathing here where there is no air, gave me the clue to its unreality.”


  “But then,” I said slowly, “whatever projected those hypnotic attacks is inside this building?”


  “Yes, and so are the metals we want,” Tharn said grimly. “We’re going in.”


  The ceaseless waves of horror-charged thought beat upon us even more strongly as we went up the steps. Gibbering madness seemed to shriek in my brain as we opened the high doors.


  And then, as we stepped into the vast, gleaming white nave of the building, all that oppressive mental assault suddenly ceased.


  Our reeling minds were free of horror for the first time since we had entered this dead city. It was like bursting out of one of the great darkness clouds of the galaxy into clear space again.


  “Listen!” said Tharn in a whisper. “I hear—”


  I heard, too. We didn’t really hear, of course. It was not sound, but mental waves that brought the sensation of sound to our brains.


  It was music we heard. Faint and distant at first, but swelling in a great crescendo of singing instruments and voices.


  The music was alien, like none we had ever heard before. But it gripped our minds as its triumphant strains rose and rose.


  There was in those thunderous chords • the titanic struggles and hopes and despairs of a race. It held us rigid and breathless as we listened to that supernal symphony of glory and defeat.


  “They are coming,” said Tharn in a low voice, looking across the white immensity of the great nave.


  I saw them. Yet oddly, I was not afraid now, though this was by far the strangest thing that had yet befallen us.


  Out into the nave toward us was filing a long procession of moving figures. They were the people of this long-dead world, the people of the past.


  They were not like ourselves, though they were bipedal, erect figures with a general resemblance to us in bodily structure. I cannot particularize them, they were so alien to our eyes.


  AS THE music swelled to its final crescendo and then died away, the marching figures stopped a little away from us and looked at us. The foremost, apparently their leader; spoke, and his voice reached our minds.


  “Whoever you are, you have nothing more to fear,” he said. “There is no life in this city. All the creatures you have seen, all the horror that has attacked you, yes, even we ourselves who speak to you, are but phantoms of the mind projected from telepathic records that are set to start functioning automatically when anyone enters this city.”


  “I thought so,” whispered Tharn. “They could be nothing else.”


  The leader of the aliens spoke on.


  “We are a people who perished long ago, by your reckoning. We originated on this planet”—he called it by an almost unpronounceable alien name—“far back in your past. We rose to power and wisdom and then to glory. Our science bore us out to other worlds, to other stars, finally to exploration and colonization of most of the galaxy.


  “But finally came disaster. From the abyss of extra-galactic space came invaders so alien that they could never live in amity with us. It was inevitable war between us and them, we to hold our galaxy, they to conquer it.


  “They were not creatures of matter. They were creatures made up of photons, particles of force—shifting clouds capable of unimaginable cooperation between themselves and of almost unlimited activities. They swept us from star after star, they destroyed us on a thousand worlds.


  “We were finally hemmed in on this star system of our origin, our last citadel. Had there been hope for the future in the photon race, had they been creatures capable of creating a future civilization, we would have accepted defeat and destruction and would have abdicated thus in their favor. But their limitations of intelligence made that impossible. They would never rise to civilization themselves nor allow any other race in the galaxy to do so.


  “So we determined that, before we perished, we would destroy them. They were creatures of force who could only be destroyed by force. We converted our sun into a gigantic generator, hurling some of our planets and moons into it to cause the cataclysm we desired. From our sun generator sprang a colossal wave of force that swept out and annihilated the photon race in one cosmic surge of energy.


  “It annihilated the last of us also. But we had already prepared this buried city, and in it had gathered all that we knew of science and wisdom to be garnered by future ages. Some day new forms of life will rise to civilization in the galaxy, some day explorers from other stars will come here.


  “If they are not intelligent enough to make benign use of the powers we have gathered here, our telepathic attacks should frighten them away. But if they are intelligent enough to discern the clues we leave for them, they will understand that all is but hypnotic illusion and will press forward-into this tower of our secrets.


  “You, who listen to me, have done this. To you, whoever and of whatever future race you may be, we bequeath our wisdom and our power. In this building, and in others throughout the city, you will find all that we have left. Use it wisely for the good of the galaxy and all of its races. And now, from we of the past to you of the future—farewell.”


  The figures that stood before us vanished. And we three remained standing alone in the silent, shimmering white building.’


  “Space, what a race they must have been!” breathed Tharn. “To do all that, to die destroying a menace that would have blighted the galaxy forever, and still to contrive to leave all that they had gained to the future!”


  “Let’s see if we can find the metals,” begged Dril, his voice shaky. “All I want now is to get out of here and take a long drink of sanqua.”


  We found more than the metals we needed. In that wonderful storehouse of alien science, we found whole wave generators of a type far superior to ours, which could easily be installed in our crippled ship.


  I shall not tell of all else we found. The Star Service is already carefully exploring that great treasury of ancient science, and in time its findings will be known to all the galaxy.


  It took labor to get the generators back up to our ship, but when that was done, it was not hard to install them. And when we had fused a patch on our punctured hull, we were ready to depart.


  As our ship arrowed up through the eternal dusk of that ice clad world and darted past its smoldering dying sun on our homeward voyage, Dril took down the bottle of sanqua.


  “Let’s get these cursed suits off, and then I’m going to have the longest drink I ever took!” he vowed.


  We divested ourselves of the heavy suits at last. It was a wonderful relief to step out of them, to unfold our cramped wings and smooth our ruffled feathers.


  We looked at each other, we three tall bird-men of Rigel, as Dril handed us the glasses of pink sanqua. On Tharn’s beaked face, in his green eyes, was an expression that told me we all were thinking of the same thing.


  He raised the glass that he held in his talons.


  “To that great dead race to whom our galaxy owes all,” he said. “We will drink to their world by their own name for it. We will drink to Earth.”
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  HAHL FROZE LIKE a living statue in the moonlit forest as he heard a quick stir in the underbrush just ahead.


  He raised his short, heavy spear ready for instant use, and listened. The sighing wind lazily stirred branches and made the dappled moonlight on the ground wave. Then he heard the stir again, this time a little closer.


  “One of the Clawed Clan,” thought Hahl, wonderingly. “Why is he this far east?”


  Hahl looked manlike, but he was not a man. There were no men left on Earth to walk these woods.


  He was a stocky, erect figure whose body was covered with long brown hair. His head was not anthropoid but with a curiously elongated skull in whose dark muzzle-face his bright eyes gleamed watchfully.


  Long white teeth showed as he breathed quickly, his pink tongue flashing. Despite his erect posture, spear and hide girdle, there was something very doglike about him.


  Nor was that strange, for Hahl’s people, the Hairy Clan, had been true canine quadrupeds not many generations before.


  A hissing, whining voice suddenly called to him out of the thick underbrush ahead.


  “Who comes? Greeting and peace from S’San of the Clawed Clan!”


  Hahl answered, “Hahl of the Hairy Clan! Greeting and peace!”


  At the reassuring formula, there emerged quickly from the brush the possessor of that hissing, challenging voice.


  S’San of the Clawed Clan was also erect and manlike but he was as obviously of feline ancestry as Hahl was of canine.


  His smooth-furred, tawny figure, sharp-pricked ears, luminous green eyes and taloned hands and feet were eloquent of his descent from the great cats of the previous age.


  These two spoke quickly together in the meager tongue used by all the forest clans, though it sounded differently in S’San’s hissing voice than in Hahl’s short, barking accents.


  “You venture far east, brother!” Hahl was saying in surprise. “I expected to meet no one this near the great water.”


  “I have been far east, indeed!” exclaimed S’San. “I bring news of wonder from the place of Crying Stones!”


  Hahl was dumbfounded by amazement. If there was one place in all these forests that the Clans never approached, it was the Crying Stones.


  That weird place by the sea was haunted—haunted by memory of ancient horror and fear. Even Hahl had only dared look upon it from a great distance.


  “You have been to the Crying Stones?” he repeated, staring wonderingly at S’San.


  The cat-man’s green eyes flashed. “Only to the northern ridges, but from there I could see clearly. It was earlier tonight. The stones were not crying, so I dared approach that close.


  “Then, as I watched, I saw a terrible thing happen. A star fell from the sky toward the Crying Stones! It fell quite slowly, flaming very bright, until it rested amid the stones. But resting there, it still shone. I hastened to bring the news to all the Clans!”


  Hahl’s deep brown eyes were wide with wonder. “A star falling from the sky? What does it mean? Does it mean that the world will burn up again?”


  “I do not know,” muttered S’San. “But others may know. Trondor of the Hoofed Clan is wisest of us all. Let us take this news to him.”


  “First, I must see this fallen star for myself!” Hahl declared.


  The cat-man showed reluctance. “It is a long way back to the Crying Stones. It would take us hours.”


  Hahl argued, “Unless another than yourself sees it, the Clans may not believe you.”


  That argument won over S’San. “I will go back with you. We can follow back my own trail.”


  Silently as shadows, the two dissimilar figures started in a run through the moonlit forest. The springy bounds of the cat-man and the shorter, loping strides of Hahl carried them forward at an even, easy pace.


  The forest was stirring about them to the rising wind, the patter of checkered shade and moonlight dancing and wavering. From far away to the west, the wind brought them once the faint echoes of a deep-voiced hunting-call.


  Hahl’s keen senses perceived every sigh and sound as they ran, but his thoughts were wrapped in wonder. He had always been deeply, if fearfully, interested in the Crying Stones. And now this marvel—a star falling upon them from the sky!


  They changed direction, moving southward now through the forest. Presently they came to an open ridge from which they could look far southward in the moonlight.


  S’San halted, pointed with his taloned hand. “Look! The star still shines!”


  Hahl peered frozenly. “It is true! A star shining upon the ground!”


  They were looking southward along a long, narrow island enclosed by arms of the moonlit sea. The island bore scattered trees and brush, but most of it was heaped with queerly geometrical masses of blackened, blasted stone.


  A long way southward there was an oblong open space amid the rectangular masses of blackened stone, and from there shone a brilliant light that was indeed like a bright star fallen from the sky.


  As Hahl and S’San peered, the west wind strengthened. And as it blew through those towering masses of shattered black stone, there came through the moonlight the mournful, swelling, wailing sound that had given this place its name.


  S’San crouched tensely with hair bristling, and Hahl gripped his spear more tightly as that wailing anthem smote their ears.


  “The stones cry out again!” whispered the cat-man. “Let us return!”


  But Hahl remained rooted. “I am going down there! I must see that star more closely.”


  It took all his courage to make and announce the decision. Only his intense interest in the shining wonder down there overcame his instinctive dread of this place.


  “Go into the Crying Stones? Are you mad?” demanded S’San. “This place is still cursed with the evil of the Strange Ones!”


  Hahl shivered slightly, and almost forsook his intention. But he summoned his courage.


  “The Strange Ones have been dead a long time, and cannot harm us now. You can wait here until I return.”


  Instantly, pride flared into S’San’s green eyes. “Shall the Hairy Clan venture where the Clawed Clan dares not? I go with you into this madness.”


  Madness indeed it seemed to Hahl’s whirling mind as he and the cat-man began their tense journey down into the somber place.


  The ancient horror of the Strange Ones had risen to grip him. Old, old in all the forest clans, was that deep horror. Even though the Strange Ones had vanished from Earth in the catastrophe of long ago, the dread of them still haunted the forest folk.


  And this weird place of towering, blackened stones that cried to the wind had been the lair of the Strange Ones before they and the old age ended. Tradition of that had kept this spot shunned always.


  Yet Hahl went on, driven by his eager interest, and the cat-man’s pride kept him with him. They came to the narrow river that bounded the northern end of the island. Hahl plunged in and swam strongly. S’San, with all his Clan’s aversion to water, followed gingerly.


  They clambered ashore and now were among the Crying Stones. Gaunt, mournful in the moonlight, rose the blackened, shattered masses that wailed so heartbreakingly in the wind.


  “This trail leads straight south toward the place where the star shines,” Hahl murmured. “We can get very close.”


  The trail was straighter than any forest trail, and was intersected and paralleled by other straight trails through the stones.


  Louder, louder, rose the wail of wind among the looming stone masses, deep and solemn as a requiem. Hahl felt the hair on his back lifting to the sound.


  They entered the oblong clearing in which were no masses of stone. Through the trees, the star upon the ground shone very brilliantly as they stole toward it. They finally crouched in a thicket only a spear-cast from it.


  “It is no star!” whispered S’San, amazedly. “But what is it?”


  “I do not know,” Hahl murmured, staring. “I have seen nothing like it.”


  The object at which they stared was clearly visible in the bright moonlight. It glinted metallically, a big thing like an elongated egg whose sides were scarred and battered. It was so large that it bulked as high as the smaller trees.


  Hahl perceived that the brilliant, star-like light came from an opening in the side of the metal bulk. Then his keen ears caught a slight sound.


  “There is someone inside the thing!” he told S’San in a tense whisper.


  “There could not be!” the cat-man protested. “None in all the Clans would dare enter such a—”


  “Listen!” murmured Hahl. “Whoever it is, is coming out!”


  They crouched, watching. A figure appeared in the lighted opening, slowly emerging.


  It was not one of the forest folk, that erect figure. It was shaped much like Hahl and S’San, but its body was covered by close-fitting garments, its head was different, its face pink, flat and hairless.


  “By the Sun!” whispered S’San, quivering wildly. “It is one of the Strange Ones of long ago!”


  Hahl felt frozen by horror. “The Strange Ones who burned up the world! They’ve returned!”


  Stupefaction held the two. All their lives, the tradition of the mad Strange Ones of the past who had almost destroyed the world before they destroyed themselves, had been told by the Clans.


  It had been a terror of long ago, a dim tale of ancient dread. But now, suddenly, that terror was real.


  Hahl watched, shivering. The Strange One there in the moonlight was acting queerly. He stood, looking at the somber black masses of stone that rose in the moonlight, listening to the wailing wind.


  Then the Strange One hid his face in hands. A low sound came from him.


  “He is weeping,” whispered Hahl, incredulously.


  “There is another—a she!” hissed S’San.


  A second Strange One, a softer female figure, had come out of the big metal object. She put an arm around the weeping man.


  “Quick, we must escape from here and warn the Clans!” whispered S’San tautly.


  Hahl started to back with him through the thicket. But in his stupefied state of mind, he forgot to place his feet carefully.


  A twig snapped. The man out in the moonlight jerked up his head, and swiftly drew a metal tube from his belt.


  “Run for it!” cried S’San instantly.


  The two plunged out of the thicket. At sight of them, the man and woman in the moonlight cried out in terror and the man levelled his tube.


  A flash of light darted from it and struck both the fleeing two. Hahl felt a violent shock, then darkness.


  Hahl awoke with sunlight on his face. He stirred and sat up, then uttered a howling cry of surprise and dismay.


  He was in a small room with metal walls, its doorway closed by heavy wire netting. S’San was just awaking also, beside him.


  “We are in the big metal thing of the Strange Ones!” cried Hahl. “They stunned us, captured us!”


  S’San’s feline rage exploded. The cat-man hurled himself at the netting, clawing furiously. Hahl joined him.


  In both of them was the violent repulsion of free forest folk who found themselves for the first time trapped and prisoned.


  “I knew when we saw the Strange Ones that they had come back to bring more evil to the world!” raged S’San.


  He and Hahl suddenly stopped their vain attack on the netting and crouched back. The two Strange Ones had appeared outside the barrier.


  The man and woman seemed young. They stood, looking in apparent wonder at the two dissimilar captives, the hairy dog-man and his blazing-eyed companion of the Clawed Clan.


  “They will kill us now!” hissed S’San. “They always brought death, wherever they went.”


  “They do not look so cruel,” Hahl said uncertainly.


  For Hahl, despite his dread, could not feel the hatred and rage toward their captors that the cat-man did. Something deep in Hahl tugged strangely at his spirit as he stared at the Strange Ones.


  The man outside the netting spoke to the woman. Hahl could not understand. But the sound of the voice somehow soothed him.


  Food was brought and put through a hole in the barrier. S’San furiously refused it at first. But after a time, he too ate of it.


  The Strange Ones then began earnestly to speak to the two prisoners. They held up pictures of various objects, and asked questions.


  Hahl slowly understood. “They seek to learn our language so they can talk to us.”


  “Have nothing to do with them!” S’San warned distrustfully. “They have evil in their minds.”


  “It can do no harm to teach them how we speak,” Hahl defended. “Then maybe they would let us go.”


  He began to answer the questions of the Strange Ones, by naming for them in the language of the forest Clans the simple pictured objects and actions.


  Several days of this imprisonment passed, as Hahl patiently repeated words for the two Strange Ones. By now, he had learned that the names of the man and woman were “Blaine” and “Myra.” S’San still remained stubbornly silent, crouching and watching in hate.


  Then came an evening on which the Strange Ones had learned the language of the Clans enough to speak it. For the man Blaine spoke to Hahl in his own tongue.


  “Who are you two?” he asked the dog-man. “What has happened to Earth?”


  “We are of the Clans,” Hahl answered hesitantly. “But from where did you come? Long ago, all the Strange Ones perished from Earth.”


  “Strange Ones—you mean men and women?” Blaine said. Then his face paled. “You mean that all mankind is gone from Earth?”


  “It happened in the days of my forefathers, many summers ago,” Hahl answered. “Then, so the tale runs, the world was different. There were hosts of Strange Ones who dwelt in mighty lairs, who wielded the powers of thunder and lightning, and who ruled the world.


  “Our forefathers, the forefathers of our Clans, were not then like us. They ran upon four feet, nor could they speak or do the other things we can do. The Strange Ones killed them, and enslaved them, and even massacred them for sport.


  “But finally came the day when the world burned. The tale says that the Strange Ones loosed their lightning powers upon each other! Awful thunder-fires raged across the world! All the Strange Ones and their mighty lairs perished when the world burned thus. Our own forefathers’ four-footed races mostly perished also, but a few here and there in deep forests and mountains survived.


  “But the thunder-fires had somehow changed these survivors. For when they later gave birth to young, the young were new and different races. They were like us, no longer four-footed, no longer dim of mind, but able to stand erect and to learn speech and skills. And we of the forest Clans have remained thus in the generations since then.”


  “Good God!” whispered Blaine. “An atomic war—it finally came, and wiped out mankind and its cities!”


  His face was dead white as he looked at the girl. “Myra, we two are the last humans left alive.”


  She pressed his hand. “At least our race is not dead yet! You and I—the race will start from us again!”


  S’San, crouched behind Hahl, raised his head and his flaring green eyes blazed at them.


  The girl Myra looked incredulously at Hahl and S’San. “But how could that awful disaster change four-footed animals to manlike, intelligent races?”


  “We do not know,” answered Hahl. “It was something in the terrible magic of the thunder-fires.”


  “Sudden mutation,” muttered Blaine. “Atomic explosions on that scale of that holocaust, drenching all surviving animal life with hard radiation, so altered the gene-patterns as to cause a sudden evolutionary spurt.”


  Hahl was looking wonderingly at the man and girl. “But from where did you come? We believed all the Strange Ones dead.”


  Blaine pointed heavily upward. “We came from another world, a world far up in the sky called Venus. Generations ago, some of our human race went there to start a colony.


  “But after a little time, no more ships came from Earth. Without supplies, the colony withered. Storms and other disasters had damaged the colony’s own few ships beyond use, and vainly it waited for word from Earth that never came.


  “Finally, Myra and I were the last born of the dwindling colonists. We grew up, knowing ourselves doomed unless we could repair one of the old ships enough to get back to Earth. And we finally succeeded, and came back. We came back to find—this!”


  His voice shook and his hand trembled as he gestured toward the distant masses of blackened stone looming in the sunset outside.


  “This, then, is why Earth never sent more ships to its dying colony! Earth’s humans had perished, self-slain in atomic war!”


  Hahl had only dimly followed what the man Blaine told. But somehow, the emotion of the man and girl troubled Hahl.


  Myra was looking at Blaine, her face white but brave.


  “It can all start again, from us,” she said. “It must, since we are the last.”


  Hahl asked them, “Are you going to kill S’San and myself?”


  “Kill you?” Blaine seemed startled. “No! When we first glimpsed you and stunned you with a force-beam, we thought you prowling wild beasts about to attack. But when we looked at you and saw you must be intelligent creatures, we wanted only to detain and question you.”


  He reached in his pocket and brought forth a key. “You two are free to go now.”


  Hahl’s heart bounded as the heavy wire door opened. He stepped out, following the man and girl down the narrow corridor to the door opening out into the sunset.


  S’San, eyes flaring green fire, whispered swiftly to Hahl as he stalked along the corridor with him.


  “Now is our chance, Hahl! We can slay them before he can draw the weapon! Spring with me when they reach the door!”


  Hahl felt a wild revulsion. “But we can’t do that! We can’t slay them!”


  “They are Strange Ones!” hissed S’San. “They will start once more the evil race that will again bring terror to the world! We can save the Clans from that by slaying. Spring—now!”


  And with the hissed word, the cat-man launched himself in a lightning leap at the man who had just emerged behind the girl into the open air.


  Instincts undreamed of until this moment exploded in Hahl’s brain. He did not know why, but he could not let the Strange Ones be killed. Somehow, they were his Strange Ones!


  Hahl uttered a yelping cry as he hurled himself only a split-second after the catman. Blaine whirled, startled, as Hahl’s hairy body hit S’San and sent him rolling over and over outside.


  “Myra, get back!” yelled Blaine. “The creatures are—”


  He had whipped out his metal weapon but he stood without using it, astounded.


  Hahl stood in front of the man and girl, all his rough hair bristling, as he glared at the raging cat-man, who had regained his feet with inconceivable swiftness a few yards away.


  “Clan-truce is broken if you seek to slay these Strange Ones!” cried Hahl. “You will have to slay me first!”


  “You are traitor to the Clans!” hissed S’San. “But the Clans themselves shall swiftly bring death to these evil ones!”


  And with a lightning bound, the cat-man was gone into the thickets, racing away northward amid the black Crying Stones.


  The man and girl were looking at Hahl in wonder.


  “Hahl, you saved us from your comrade. Why did you?” Blaine asked.


  Hahl squirmed uncomfortably. “I do not know. I could not let him harm you.”


  Blaine’s face strangely softened, and he put his hand on the dog-man’s hairy shoulder.


  “Hahl, only one race among the creatures in the old age was man’s loyal friend,” he said huskily. “The race from which you are descended.”


  Hahl’s heart swelled at the touch of the hand on his shoulder, and he felt a queer, new happiness.


  From far out in the darkening twilight came the echoes of a screaming call.


  “Send the Clan-call through all the forests!” echoed S’San’s distant cry. “Strange Ones have returned! Gather the Clans!”


  Hahl whirled to the man and girl. “The Clans will gather here quickly! They will come in hosts, and you must escape or they will kill you lest you burn up the world as the other Strange Ones did long ago.”


  Blaine shook his head helplessly. “We cannot escape. The power of our ship is exhausted. And there is not enough power left in my weapon to stand off a horde.”


  The girl looked at him, white face strained in the gathering darkness. “Then this is the end of us? Of our race?”


  From far out in the night, S’San’s Clan-call was faintly repeated, carried across the dark forests north and south and west.


  Hahl’s mind was in a fever of torment as helplessly they waited. The man and girl who now stood close together, speaking in low whispers—they were his, and he must somehow save them. But how?


  The moon rose, a full orb casting a silver effulgence on the somber dead city. And as the night wind wailed mournfully louder through the Crying Stones, Hahl’s keen ears caught other sounds, his eyes glimpsed dark shapes surging southward through the ruins.


  “They are coming! All the Clans of the forest come to kill you!” he warned agonizedly.


  Blaine stood in the moonlight, the girl in the circle of his arm, looking heavily northward.


  “You can do nothing more for us, Hahl. Get away from here, and save yourself.”


  Hahl sensed the gathering of the Clans around the clearing. He knew that only this dire emergency would have brought them into the shunned and accursed place of Crying Stones.


  The Clawed Clan of S’San was there, cat-eyes gleaming greenly in the dark. His own Hairy Clan, hosts of dog-men, were staring at him in amazement. The Furred Clan’s bear-like horde, the Fox-Folk peering sharply—all the forest folk had come.


  Last, came the Hoofed Clan, ponderous, towering, manlike, but their hoofed feet and stiff, horny hands and massive maned heads betraying the equine ancestors of whom they were an evolution.


  S’San’s hissing voice ripped the tense silence as the cat-man bounded out into the moonlit clearing.


  “Did I lie, Clan-brothers? Are they not two Strange Ones such as worked evil long ago?”


  The deep, rumbling voice of Trondor, leader of the Hoofed Clan, answered from the darkness.


  “You have told truth, S’San. These are indeed two of that terrible race whom we thought dead.”


  “Then slay them!” raged a feline voice in the shadows. “Kill, before they again burn up the world!”


  There was a surging movement of the shadowy hordes out into the moonlight where Blaine stood with Myra clinging to his side.


  Hahl uttered a furious howling cry, and flung himself protectively in front of the man and girl. Eyes flaring red, sharp teeth bared, Hahl cried to the advancing horde.


  “Forest-folk, is this the justice of the Clans? To condemn these two without even a hearing?”


  “They are Strange Ones!” hissed S’San. “They darkened the world for ages and finally almost destroyed it. Let them die!”


  “Kill them thus without hearing, and you will need to kill me first!” raged Hahl.


  From his own folk, from the masses of the Hairy Clan, there came a low whine of sympathy.


  “Perhaps we do not need to kill these Strange Ones when there are only two?” muttered one of the dog-men.


  Big Trondor spoke in his deep voice. “You say that because you of the Hairy Clan are still haunted by an old loyalty to the Strange Ones.”


  The Hoofed One slowly added, “But Hahl is right, when he says that we Clans condemn none without a hearing. Let the Strange One defend himself and his race from death-sentence, if he can!”


  Blaine had been listening, and had understood. Now he put the girl behind him and stepped forth in front of Hahl.


  In the moonlight, the white-faced man faced the crouched masses of the hordes with his head erect and voice steady.


  “Clans of the forest, since in us our race is ending, I will speak for all of my race who went before us.


  “We men came of the forest-folk long ago, even as you, though our pride grew so great that we forget that fact. Yes, long and long ago we sprang from soft-skinned, weak, fumbling creatures of the forest world, creatures that had no claws or strength or swiftness.


  “But one thing those creatures had, and that was curiosity. And curiosity was the key that unlocked for them the hidden powers of nature, so that they grew strong. So strong we grew, so great we deemed ourselves, that we thought ourselves a different order of beings and oppressed and tyrannized the other creatures of Earth.


  “Yet for all the powers our curiosity had gathered for us, we remained in mind and heart close kin to the simple forest-creatures from which we came. Is it wonderful then that we could not handle those powers wisely? Is it wonderful that when we finally thefted the fires of the sun itself, we misused them and wrecked the world?


  “Yet, forest-races, are you so sure that any of your Clans would have handled such powers more wisely?”


  Blaine paused for a moment before his heavy voice concluded.


  “But I know that that is scant excuse for the evil we did. It is yours to judge. If your judgment be against us, let the stars look down tonight on the ending of our race. Let finis be written to the terrible and wonderful story of the apes who dared lay hands on the sun, and who greatly rose and fell. And let your new forest races learn from our failure and try to do better than we.”


  There was a long, hushed silence among the moonlit hosts of the Clans, as Blaine’s voice ceased.


  Then Hahl heard the deep voice of Trondor rumble from the shadows.


  “Clan-brothers all, you have heard the Strange One. Now what is your judgment on him and on his race?”


  No voice answered for a moment. And then a dark figure among the bearlike Furred Clan spoke.


  “Judge you for us, Trondor. You are the wisest of the Clans.”


  The man and girl, and Hahl who still stood defiantly in front of them in the moonlight, waited tensely.


  Trondor’s rumbling voice came slowly. “What the Strange One has said is true, that his race were but forest-folk like ourselves long ago. We had forgotten that, as they forgot it. It may be that with their powers, we would have been no wiser.


  “The world has changed now. And it seems that the Strange Ones have changed too, and have learned. If they have, there is room in the world for them and our own new races to live in friendship.”


  Blaine spoke huskily. “I can promise, for ourselves. The world has changed, as you say. What powers are devised in future must be handled for the good of all our races. I think the world will not burn again.”


  Trondor flung up his massive maned head, and his voice rang loud.


  “Then it is my judgment that we give Clan-brotherhood to the Strange Ones! That an old and blind world be forgotten in new friendship and peace!”


  Swiftly, from the eager hosts of the Hairy Clan, came the yelped greetings of Hahl’s brothers.


  “Clan of the Strange Ones, greeting and peace!”


  Clan-greeting from the Furred Ones, from the Fox-Folk, from the Hoofed Ones, echoed deafeningly through the moonlight.


  Last of all, a little sulkily but with the blaze of hatred gone from his green eyes, S’San spoke.


  “Greeting and peace from the Clawed Clan, Strange Ones!”


  “The moon sinks, now let the Clans depart,” Trondor rumbled. “But we will return, Strange Ones. This place is no longer cursed.”


  Blaine and Myra watched as the hosts departed. But when all had gone, Hahl still remained.


  “I would like to stay with you,” he said slowly. And he added hopefully, “I would be your servant.”


  Blaine gripped his hairy arm. “No, Hahl—master and servant no longer, but friend and friend now. In this new world where all now are friends, our tie is oldest and deepest.”


  From far out in the darkness echoed the last Clan-call of the separating hosts. And the wailing of the Crying Stones seemed to die into peace, as the wind sank and dawn glimmered slowly across the world.


  NEVER THE TWAIN SHALL MEET


  Thrilling Wonder StoriesFall 1946


  JOHN FARREL FELT the same chill apprehension as his officers and men, but he couldn’t show it.


  It was a fine thing to be a space-ship captain—back on Earth. It was fine to walk out of New York Spaceport and have people glance with admiration and respect at your uniform and silver bars.


  But it wasn’t so good to wear those silver bars when you were fifty million miles from Earth, with your crippled ship drifting into a big meteor-swarm, and your men looking at you in mute, scared appeal.


  Captain Farrel braced his lanky figure and tried to keep a look of confidence on his dark, tired face as he spoke.


  “The Thetis has been hit bad, men. But it’s not hopeless. We’ll still reach Ganymede if we can fix up those smashed jets.”


  “Fix them up with what?” demanded Gorley, the first mate. The big red-headed Irishman, always either in the clouds or the depths, had dejection all over his battered face. “We’ve already used our spare jet-tubes and we’ve not enough refractory alloy to make more.”


  “We’ve got our lives, all ten of us, and enough oxygen for a couple of weeks,” Farrel pointed out. “So we still have a chance.” He walked across the turbine-room, in which they had gathered after the stray meteor tore away the jet-tubes and part of the stern. He pointed through a window at the star-flecked void ahead.


  “That meteor-swarm we’re drifting toward—we may find the refractory metals we need there. Lots of meteors assay high in such metals.”


  A faint hope lighted their faces as they gazed. Then Binetti, the thin young navigator, suddenly yelled and pointed.


  “Look at that!”


  Captain Farrel swung back to the window in time to glimpse it. It was a sudden flare of light in space ahead of them.


  It burst forth deep inside the vast, loose meteor-swarm, but it wasn’t the red-hot glow of two ordinary meteors colliding. This was a blinding explosion of pure light, gone in an instant.


  Farrel knew instantly what it meant, and what it meant to them. But for a moment, he couldn’t speak.


  It was Kells, the stocky second mate, who cried hoarsely:


  “Good heavens, some of the meteors in this swarm are Negative!”


  “Negative?” Gorley stared, then sat down and crossed himself. “Then that is that.”


  It was death-sentence, that blinding flash ahead. It was death-sentence for any ship that ventured amid Negative meteors.


  Some of the crew-men looked stunned, bewildered. Kells was still staring from the window, his lips moving numbly. Binetti cursed softly with Latin fluency and passion.


  Farrel felt the same impact of cold, ultimate despair. But he couldn’t surrender to it. The bars on his sleeve wouldn’t let him.


  “So because some of this swarm is Negative, we just lie down and die?” he rasped. “Shall I open the airlock and get it over with?”


  Gorley shook his red head heavily.


  “It’s no use, sir. We could maybe buck everything else, but you can’t buck Negative matter.”


  The same despair was on all their faces, Farrel saw. The despair and dread which all space-men felt toward Negative matter.


  It had been so since the first space-ships had taken off from Earth, forty years before. Had been so, since some of those ships had tried to land on Venus and Mars and had vanished in flares of energy.


  That was the ghastly way in which men had first learned that Venus and Mars were Negative. Saturn was too, and Neptune also, it was believed. Only Mercury, Earth, Jupiter and Uranus, and their satellites, were Positive.


  Farrel had often thought that the stunning discovery should have been foreseen. For the possibility of Negative matter had been realized by scientists since the discovery of the positron, back in 1932.


  All matter consisted of atoms which had electrons revolving around a central proton. In Positive matter, ordinary Earthly matter, the proton had a positive charge and the electrons had negative charges. It had been blandly assumed that the matter of the whole universe was like that.


  But Anderson’s discovery of the positron In 1932 had cast first doubts on that assumption. For the positron was an electron, but it had a positive charge. Then in 1945 the Russian scientists, on their mountain-top, had trapped strange protons that drifted in from space, protons that had a negative charge.


  Negative protons, positive electrons—these together formed matter exactly the reverse of ordinary earthly matter. They formed Negative matter. And when Negative and Positive matter came into contact, their opposing charges caused them to explode into a burst of photons, into pure energy.


  Such an energy-explosion had happened when a Positive ship from Earth had first tried to land on the Negative world of Mars. It was what had happened in the swarm ahead when a Positive and Negative meteor had touched. It was what would happen to the Thetis and all in it, if and when it touched a Negative meteor in that devil’s swarm.


  Captain Farrel forced himself to speak evenly.


  “Our chances are a lot worse than we thought. But they’re not gone entirely.”


  He gestured ahead. “We may drift inside that loose swarm for days without touching a Negative fragment. We can still escape, if in that time we can find a Positive meteor with I the refractory metals we need.”


  Gorley’s mercurial spirits did a rebound. “At that, we’ve a chance if our luck holds out,” he cried. “We’ll just pray that no Negative meteor crosses our path.”


  Kells grinned mirthlessly. “Praying is about all we can do, until the Thetis drifts to a nice, convenient Positive meteor of metals.” Binetti’s black eyes lighted hopefully. “Shall I start running the spectroscanner on the nearest stuff in that swarm, sir?”


  Farrel breathed less tightly as he saw that habit and discipline were regaining their hold.


  “Yes, and meanwhile we’ll get the space-suits ready to use,” he suggested. “Kells, have the power-crews check their turbines.” The Thetis drifted on and on. It didn’t seem to be drifting, in the following hours. It seemed to be standing still, hanging in the middle of the vast and solemn vault of watching stars.


  But the radar screen showed they were moving into the outer fringes of the vast, loose swarm of debris. The swarm itself showed to the eye merely as a great, tenuous maze of creeping crumbs of light.


  Binetti, sweating at his instruments in the nav-room, looked up doubtfully at Farrel.


  “There are indications of Positive meteors with the metals we need, sir. But the whole swarm is rotten with Negative.”


  Farrel nodded.


  “It would be,” he said. “This debris between Mars and Jupiter is all rubbish left over from the formation of the planets.”


  The Sun had fathered all the planets, Positive and Negative alike. It was believed that the Sun consisted largely of neutrons or neutral protons, and that these were transmuted gradually into Positive and Negative atoms whose mutual destruction yielded the energy of the solar orb.


  Long ago, in bursts of creation whose strange periodicity was still a riddle, the Sun had thrown off alternate masses of the two different kinds of matter it created. And those masses had formed the planets, planets forever divided into two opposite kinds of worlds.


  Farrel looked back from the nav-room at the red spark of Mars and the more distant white speck of Venus, almost lost in the Sun glare.


  “Worlds we’ll never be able to visit,” he thought. “We’ve done a lot in forty years, colonizing Jupiter’s moons and reaching out now to Uranus, but we’ll never see those worlds.”


  Weariness increasingly drugged his brain. It seemed to Farrel suddenly that he had always been tired like this, since boyhood.


  Toiling night and day to get his technical education, working his brain to the limit at Space Academy, sweating his way up to a Captain’s bars—and all for what? To die here now, in this faraway void?


  Farrel had no illusions. Their chances were a hundred to one. Ten years ago, he’d have thought such a death glorious. But a man of thirty couldn’t think like one of twenty.


  Binetti’s cry, an hour later, jerked Farrel out of his tired doze.


  “There’s another ship drifting in this swarm!”


  “Another ship?” echoed Farrel, astounded. “Here, give me that scanner—”


  “It’s just north of us in the swarm,” Binetti said excitedly.


  Space-men had divided the equatorial plane into four arbitrary quadrants. North, east, south, west, zenith and nadir were the arbitrary directions of space. Farrel peered tautly northward now.


  “By Heaven, there is!” he muttered. “A ship drifting near us here in the swarm. No jet-flares showing. It must be crippled, like us.”


  Within an hour, the men of the Thetis could see the other ship with unaided eyes. It was drifting powerless in the vast, rotating swarm of meteoric debris, as they were drifting.


  But it looked different from their own standard, torpedo-shaped craft. This other vessel was oddly foreshortened, glinting in the thin starshine like an elongated metal egg.


  “It’s no ordinary Jupiter-run ship,” said Gorley in puzzled tones. “Must be one of the new experimental ships they’re always trying out.”


  “Their hull looks intact,” Kells remarked. “It must have been turbine failure that brought them in here.”


  Excited relief soared in Farrel.


  “But their jet-tubes look okay! This is our chance! We can surely fix up one of our two ships and get away!”


  The other men quickly realized that. Faces brightened, taut lips relaxed, light came back into their eyes.


  Farrel gave quick orders. “Kells, you and I will go across in space-suits and find out if anyone’s living on that craft. We’ll have to get a line between ships soon, before the drift separates us.”


  He and the second mate were soon attired in the heavy suits and transparent helmets. In the airlock they tested their space-phones, oxygenators and hand-rocket impellers, and then leaped out into space.


  Pointing their impellers backward, they used the little rocket jets to hurl them toward that other drifting ship, a quarter-mile away.


  Awesome, floating forward here in the infinite abyss! Farrel had done it before but he would never get used to it. And his skin crawled at the thought of the Negative matter in the swarm around them.


  Kells’ voice came excitedly on the space-phone.


  “That ship’s not dead, sir! There are people coming out from it!”


  Farrel’s pulse jumped as he saw that three figures had leaped out from the oval ship and were coming by impeller to meet them.


  “They must have sighted our ship just as we saw theirs,” Kells was saying. “Now we can surely make repairs and get away.”


  “If a Negative meteor doesn’t hit us first,” warned Farrel.


  Kells was shooting eagerly ahead to meet the oncoming three figures. Farrel, following, saw that the space-suits of these three were as unusual as their experimental ship. Not only their helmets but their whole suits seemed to be of transparent plastic.


  “Why, one of the two in back is a girl!” came Kells’ surprised exclamation from ahead. “Captain, I—”


  At that moment, Kells’ suited figure met the man leading the three strangers. They clasped gloved hands to avoid drifting past each other.


  A blinding flare of energy exploded where Kells and the other man had just touched! And as that flare died, the two men were—gone.


  “Stars in heaven!” choked Farrel. “Those people—they’re Negative!”


  The hideous unexpectedness of it stunned his brain, left him floating numbly. Floating right toward the remaining two strangers!


  He glimpsed them clearly, inside their transparent suits. They were white-skinned people like himself. One was a young man.


  The other person, the nearest, was a dark-haired girl whose wide, horrified green eyes met his gaze. Was she shouting to him?


  Farrel couldn’t see any space-phone mike inside her helmet. These people didn’t seem to have space-phones at all.


  Yet he heard something! Not with his ears. He heard it dimly in his mind, a thought and not a voice. A warning thought!


  “Keep—away—death—if—touch—”


  Warning thoughts inside his brain? Had he gone crazy?


  “Farrel, use your impeller! Get back!” came Gorley’s voice in frantic warning from the ship, over his space-phone.


  That real, familiar voice snapped Farrel out of his daze enough to make him shift his impeller. Its flaming jet checked his drift.


  The girl had similarly checked herself. She and the man floated a dozen yards away from Farrel, staring wildly at him.


  Farrel saw her more clearly now, the broad, low forehead, the wide, stunned green eyes, the parted red lips, and the rounded limbs hardly concealed by the short tunic she wore inside her transparent suit.


  He forced speech from a dry throat “Good grief! What are you people? You can’t be human.”


  The girl saw him speaking. She shook her head. She couldn’t hear him. He remembered that she had no space-phone in her helmet.


  “But how do they talk to each other in space without phones?” Farrel wondered dazedly.


  “Not talk—thought—brain waves—amplified—”


  Again, those sudden thoughts rushed through his mind. Thoughts that were not his.


  Dimly, he remembered something. The encephalic brain-waves discovered back in 1929 by Berger, those minute electric oscillations of the brain—could it be that they were used somehow for communication?


  “For talk, yes! We use—apparatus that—amplifies our brain-waves and broadcasts them at short range. Mechanical telepathy.”


  He was hearing those thoughts much more clearly now, as the girl came a little closer! Mechanical telepathy, thought-pulsations electrically amplified and broadcast to every nearby brain!


  He had learned a little to catch her quick mental messages.


  “You have no amplifier, but at close range I can faintly receive your thought,” she was telling him. “You are—receiving mine?”


  “Yes,” he started to say, but the girl made a quick gesture.


  “Think your answer. Think it with all your mind, as you speak it!”


  Farrel tried to do that as he spoke hoarsely. “You people—your ship—you’re really Negative? Living people of Negative matter?” Her mental answer echoed in his mind. “And you are of the other kind of matter? But it is incredible! No one has ever dreamed of that.”


  That went double, Farrel thought numbly. No one in his own world had seriously thought that there might be people who were Negative.


  Yet why not? There were whole Negative worlds, Mars, Venus and others. Why shouldn’t life have risen on them, the same as on Earth? Negative matter was just as good for that purpose as Positive!


  His brain reeled. He tried to think concentratedly as he asked:


  “Who are you? What world are you from?”


  “I am Ylleen,” was the girl’s replying thought, as nearly as he could grasp it. “And I come from the red planet yonder.”


  Her arm gestured toward the far red spark of Mars.


  “Our ship was returning home from the sixth planet when its turbines failed. We drifted into this swarm. We have been working to repair them.”


  Ylleen? A girl from the Negative world of Mars, a Negative girl talking to him here by amplified thought-waves? It all seemed impossible.


  Two wholly different peoples co-existing in the Solar System without knowing of each other until this chance encounter in space? Two peoples infinitely separated by their basic difference in matter?


  He had to admit its possibility. Neither folk had been able to visit the other’s worlds, so had not even suspected the other’s existence till—


  “Farrel! Behind you!”


  That sharp, warning cry in his ears came suddenly from the distant Thetis in Gorley’s voice.


  At the same moment, Ylleen and the man with her pointed behind him in frantic warning.


  Farrel twisted his neck and glimpsed the jagged, thirty-foot ball of stone riding ponderously through the swarm toward them. “Quick!” came Ylleen’s flashing thought. “Use your impellers!”


  Farrel’s impeller hurled him zenith toward and Ylleen shot up in the same direction. But the Negative man near her misjudged direction.


  “Bran, upward!” Ylleen’s frantic amplified thought directed at the other Martian impinged on Farrel’s brain. “You’re heading wrong!”


  Bran, the Negative man, saw his mistake and tried to dodge clear with his impeller but was a shade too late.


  The edge of the jagged mass brushed his space-suit. There was a blinding explosion of light. The Negative man and a segment of the meteor vanished in it, and then the great stone mass thundered on.


  Ylleen’s thought came agonized with grief.


  “It was a Positive meteor and it grazed him!”


  “Ylleen, swerve westward!” Farrel shouted, thinking the warning urgently as he did so. “There’s drift behind that meteor!”


  A little cloud of fragments, of meteor-debris, was flowing toward them like a loose cataract of stone in the wake of the giant.


  Positive or Negative? Whichever that drift might be, it would be death to one of them, Farrel knew. He and the Negative girl were perilously close together as their impellers hurled them hastily away.


  The loose river of stone fragments flowed past behind them, following the gravitational suck of the big meteor. Wandering fragments that strayed near Farrel made his flesh creep, for they might be Negative.


  Finally, he and the Negative girl paused a little apart from each other in space.


  “This is a devil’s nest of danger,” Farrel warned. “We’d better each get back to our own ships before we get hit.”


  “Our ship is almost repaired,” came Ylleen’s thought. “Is there any way we can help you?”


  Farrel made a gesture of helplessness.


  “No way. You can’t give us spare jet-tubes or anything else, for you and all your stuff are Negative. But thanks for the offer.”


  He looked around, but neither ship was now in sight. There was nothing but the great starry void, alive with moving crumbs of light.


  “Gorley!” he called into his space-phone. “Get a direction fix on me and tell me which way to come!”


  There was no answer, though he called repeatedly. A chill came over Farrel as he realized what it meant.


  “I can’t reach my people with my short range space-phone. We went further than I thought, dodging that drift.”


  “Nor can I reach my people!” Ylleen exclaimed. “Our telepathic amplifiers are also built only for short-range work.”


  Floating there a little apart, they looked at each other in simultaneous dismay.


  “We are lost!” the girl said. “We’ve no idea where our ships are.”


  Lost? Farrel felt the disastrous shock of it. Lost here in a swarm that was laden with Negative matter, and with his only companion a girl whom he couldn’t even touch without annihilating them both!


  He realized now, too late, what had happened. The meteor-swarm was a loose, swirling net that rotated in currents of varying speed. The complicated currents had swept them apart from the ships, and their own impellers had quickly widened the distance.


  Farrel desperately tried to determine direction by the position of the Sun and inner planets.


  “The ships must be drifting somewhere in that direction,” he said finally, pointing. “They can’t be too far away from us yet.”


  “And they must still be fairly near each other, so we will go together,” Ylleen said.


  They triggered their impellers and started rocketing in that direction, at a respectful distance from each other.


  Glancing at the Negative girl as they hurtled on, Farrel felt growing admiration. Her lovely face was unafraid. She asked him his name.


  Her thought repeated it oddly, as a sound like “Far-ul.”


  “I wish there were some way our people and worlds could know each other,” he told her.


  “Far-ul, so do I. Perhaps some day they can. Our scientists have been trying to convert Negative to Positive matter by first attaining an intermediate neutral stage. But they have not yet succeeded.”


  “It is only out here in empty space that we two could ever have met like this, without destroying each other,” she added.


  “Yes,” thought Farrel. “Positive is Positive, and Negative is Negative—


  “—and never the twain shall meet, Till Earth and sky stand presently At God’s great Judgment-Seat.”


  “You quote one of your poets?” Ylleen’s thought asked. “But it is true. For isn’t this vastness of space like a mighty Judgment-Seat?”


  They hurtled on and on, frequently twisting their heads to watch for the death that was never far from them in the whirling swarm.


  Over another flowing cataract of stone fragments, rocketing hastily upward to avoid the gravitational suck of a ten-mile planetoid, they pressed steadily in the direction on which Farrel had fixed.


  Cold conviction of error crept upon him after an hour. For they were still within the swarm, but saw nothing of the two ships.


  “We’d better swerve eastward,” he said, worried by his discovery. “We’ve got to compensate for the faster current as well as our own deviation.”


  “Far-ul, do you think we shall find the ships before our oxygen and impeller-charges give out?” Ylleen’s thought questioned.


  Her face, and the tone of her telepathic question, were calm and without a trace of hysteria.


  Farrel’s heart warmed to her. He wished he’d met a girl like her in his own world, years ago. He mightn’t have had such a lonely life.


  “You’ve oxygen for a couple of hours yet?” he asked anxiously. “So have I. We’ll surely find them before that runs out. The ships will certainly try to signal us.”


  The worst of it was, he thought, that no ordinary beacon signal would be visible in this great swarm of sparks. And they were completely out of space-phone range.


  As they steadily worked their dangerous way on through the swarm, he asked Ylleen eager questions about her world of Mars.


  Her telepathed descriptions built in Farrel’s mind a picture of moondrenched red deserts, of little fairy cities of pink plastic, of a girl who had longed to be a technician and help in conquering space.


  “Your Earth is not like that, Far-ul?” she asked.


  “No, though we too have deserts,” he said. “But there are great green oceans too, and blue skies and snowy mountains and great plains.”


  He found himself talking about his own life, something he had never done before to any girl.


  Ylleen’s green eyes were understanding. “I think you have been very lonely, Far-ul.”


  “I’ve had my job to do the same as you, the job of helping open up the other Positive worlds,” Farrel said.


  “We two are much alike,” Ylleen said. “Far-ul, I am glad that we met!”


  “And It” he exclaimed impulsively. “Ylleen, I wish you were a girl of my own world.”


  She smiled at him a little sadly.


  “Would it make much difference now, when the end for us may be near?”


  “Don’t say that,” he begged her. “We’ll get out of this yet. We’re nearing the outer fringe of the swarm and must see the ships soon.”


  They had to use their impellers constantly to dart aside from onrushing planetoids or gleaming showers of fragments. Each of them watched a hemisphere of the void for danger as they worked forward.


  Farrel’s weariness increased. He saw Ylleen’s face white and strained inside her helmet, but she flashed her brave smile when she saw him looking.


  Impelling himself too violently away from an oblong stone mass of which Ylleen had given warning, Farrel found himself only a foot away from her.


  “Far-ul, back!” she cried, using her own impeller to recoil from him. She added shakily then, “If you had touched me—it would have been awful!”


  He knew, with an icy sensation along his spine, what that would have meant. Instant annihilation, for both of them.


  His oxygen-tank needle was dropping steadily back toward zero. The blasts of his impeller seemed a little weaker, too.


  They hurtled up to avoid a loose cluster of football-sized rocks, then hovered over it and looked ahead in appalled dismay.


  They had come almost to the outer fringe of the swarm. And neither of the two ships was in sight anywhere in the starry vault!


  “Ylleen, I’ve led you in the wrong direction,” Farrel said, in bitter self-reproach. “I’ve thrown away your chances.”


  “We shared the same risk,” she told him steadily. “It’s not your fault.”


  They floated, hovering over the cluster of rocks without attempting further search. For both knew that time was running out now.


  Ylleen looked at him.


  “If I must die, I am glad that it is this way,” she said. “I am not afraid, with you.”


  He saw in her face, across a dozen yards of space, what he had never seen in any woman’s face in all his lonely years. And he felt a warm, bursting emotion released in him.


  “Ylleen, listen!” he said huskily. “It’s madness to say this. But I never loved any girl in my life, and I love you!”


  Her soft green eyes shone with a wonderful gladness. “Far-ul, is it true? For I know that I love you. From the first, I have been wishing that we might have been of the same world, of the same kind.”


  Wistful longing quivered in her white face. “If we could have had but a little time together—if we could only have touched hands, even! But we can’t, we can’t! All that we can do together is to die.”


  Blind waves of heartbreak rose in Farrel as he realized the tragic trap that fate had set for him.


  To meet at last this girl he loved, and to be doomed never even to touch her! To meet here in the solemn vault of space in a deathtrap from which they could not escape—it was so hopeless!


  “Ylleen, you have got to escape!” Farrel exclaimed fiercely. “I’m not going to let you die.”


  A desperate expedient had flashed across his mind. “Tell me, if we could signal your ship would it be able to come for you?”


  “I think so,” the Negative girl said wonderingly. “Its turbine-repairs should be completed by now. But how can we signal?”


  He pointed down at the cluster of rocks below them, over which they were drifting.


  “Some of those little meteorites must be Positive, and some Negative. You can handle the Negative ones, and I the others. If we hurl two meteorites of opposing kinds together, the flash they make will be visible a long way through the swarm. And a series of such flashes—”


  Ylleen instantly understood. “But my ship, my people, would not be able to help you, Far-ul!”


  Farrel lied quickly. “My own ship should be repaired too, by now. They too will see and come.”


  Ylleen did not flinch at the prospect of entering the loose, drifting cluster below. But she asked:


  “How can we tell which meteors are Negative and which are Positive?”


  Farrel had foreseen that necessity.


  “Use your impeller-blast on each one as you approach it, Ylleen. The atomic particles from your blast are Negative—if they start a sudden flare, the meteor is Positive.”


  He used the same system of detection himself, when they had gingerly moved down into the cluster.


  Here, danger was close all around them. They were drifting with the cluster and its stones seemed merely to be floating around them, but a touch of the wrong kind of meteor meant destruction.


  Farrel turned his own impeller-blast on the nearest meteor.


  It flared dazzlingly, a rind of its surface vanishing.


  He backed hastily away, knowing it was Negative. He tried another. The blast merely fused the surface of this stone a little. Farrel quickly advanced and seized it.


  Ylleen had already grasped a Negative meteor a little larger than his. They could not throw them, floating free as they were. So, at Farrel’s direction, they rocketed toward each other with the stones, then at the last moment released the two little meteors and curved away.


  The two meteors met and a soundless burst of brilliance exploded in the void, instantly vanishing.


  “Now another!” sweated Farrel. “If they only see one flash, they’ll think it merely a natural collision.”


  Again, and then again, they ventured down into the cluster for opposing meteors and hurled them together to cause brilliant flashes.


  The fourth time, Ylleen’s thought came to him in warning.


  “Far-ul, I can do little more. My oxygen will soon be gone.”


  “If I could only give you some of mine!” he answered agonized.


  He couldn’t give her any. That was the bitterest torment of all. His oxygen, like everything else about him, would be instant death for her.


  Her eyes clung to his across the little space that separated them.


  “I am not afraid. Not even now, so long as you are here!”


  And then, out of the maze of swarming sparks, a red flare of rocket-jets and an on-rushing, oval black bulk loomed toward them.


  “It’s your ship!” Farrel cried out eagerly. “They’ve seen, and have come for you!”


  “But your ship has not come!” exclaimed the Negative girl, fear in her voice.


  “It will come soon,” lied Farrel. “Quick, be ready to get aboard.”


  “I will not leave you here to die alone!” flamed Ylleen.


  A wonderful, yearning emotion flooded Farrel’s heart as they looked at each other while the Negative ship loomed closer.


  “There’s nothing you can do. Your ship, your people, can’t help me. You must go, Ylleen.”


  “No, there’s still a chance!” she insisted. “My people will know where your ship lies in the swarm, Far-ul! Wait!”


  He knew that she was directing her thought at the oncoming vessel whose brake-jets were now slowing it to a stop. He could vaguely sense the swift, amplified telepathic question and answer.


  “They do know where your craft lies, Far-ul!” she told him. “They say your friends have found a Positive meteor with the metals that they need, and are repairing your vessel. We can lead you there—”


  “No,” he told her quietly. “My impeller is almost exhausted, Ylleen. And I can’t use yours.”


  “Far-ul, listen! Gravitation operates the same with Positive as with Negative matter. You can’t touch our ship—but its gravitational suck can tow you through the swarm to your own vessel, if you can keep from contact with us.”


  It was a wild, hairbreadth chance that was offering itself, Farrel well knew. But he seized on it.


  “It could be done. And it’s the only way. Tell them to try it, Ylleen.”


  The big Negative vessel had come to a halt near them, its airlock door open and waiting. The gravitational pull of the big mass was such that Farrel had to use his weakening impeller to keep from floating toward it.


  Ylleen went into the ship and then came back out into the airlock near which Farrel was floating.


  “I have replenished my oxygen and I have told them what they must do,” she said tensely. “They will start gently.”


  Even that gentle start almost shook Farrel free of the Negative ship’s pull. From the airlock, Ylleen’s space-suited figure watched, stiff with anxiety for him.


  Slowly, cautiously, the oval ship moved through the swarm. Held in its gravitational suck, Farrel found himself circling the moving vessel like a tiny, erratic satellite.


  His impeller’s blast was fast dwindling, as he used it to keep from a deadly contact.


  Twisting, squirming, frantically firing his feeble little blasts, he. was dragged on with the Negative ship.


  It seemed eternities, to Farrel. But at last the oval craft groped its way above a meteor-stream and into view of a long, torpedo-shaped ship to which was lashed a big, jagged meteor.


  “The Thetis!” Farrel cried. “Gorley, can you hear me?”


  The mate’s voice came in a shout on his space-phone. “Mother of Heaven! It’s the Captain come back! Get our airlock open!” The Negative ship had again slowed to a drift. From its open airlock, Ylleen came toward Farrel. She came so close that he could clearly see her white, strained face.


  “Ylleen, we’re safe,” he said huskily. “But this has to be goodby.”


  Her thought was quivering. “Must it be goodby for always?”


  “It must,” he said heavily. “We can never visit each other’s worlds. But—I’ll never love anyone else, Ylleen!”


  “Far-ul, listen!” she cried. “We can at least meet here again in space. Will you meet me here, an Earth-year from now?”


  Farrel answered eagerly. “I will! We can meet above this swarm, by radar rendezvous. I’ll be here!”


  He saw that her face was wet with tears as she turned and impelled herself into the airlock of her ship.


  In a few minutes, Farley was inside the Thetis. Gorley and Binetti unscrewed his helmet and ripped off his suit.


  “How did you get back?” the stupefied mate demanded. “And did you know that we’ve got enough refractory metals out of that big meteor outside to forge new jet-tubes? And—”


  Farrel didn’t listen. He was looking out of the window at the Negative ship, as it blasted on its way out of the great swarm.


  It was on its way home to Mars, to the planet he could never visit. And Ylleen was going with it. But he seemed to hear still in his mind a fading telepathic cry.


  “An Earth-year from now, Far-ul! I will be here!”


  On Ganymede’s busy spaceport, Gorley tried a last vain expostulation as Farrel walked toward his waiting space-speedster.


  “In the year since we had that adventure in the swarm, I thought you’d have recovered your reason!” he stormed. “You can’t keep that crazy rendezvous!”


  “Ylleen will be there,” Farrel said steadily. “And I am going to meet her.”


  Gorley swore. “It was only the excitement and danger and all that made you think you were in love with her. And even if you two do love each other, what good will it do you to meet? You can’t even touch her.”


  “Just to see her again will be enough,” Farrel told him. “I’m going, Red.”


  His speedster took off with a rush and all the long hours and days that he flew through space it seemed to him that his heart was calling him homeward.


  When he finally brought his little craft above that vast swarm of debris, he saw instantly the other little ship that showed on his radar screen. He was soon as near it as he could safely go, and hurrying into his space-suit.


  Out from that other little ship to meet him came another space-suited figure. On it came, until they were but a few yards apart.


  “Ylleen!” he cried, his voice throbbing. “I knew you would come.”


  For a time, they looked at each other. And Ylleen’s face was pale and strange.


  “Far-ul, I came because I do not want to be separated from you again, ever.”


  “But we can’t be together!” he protested, torturedly. “Not in this life!”


  “Would you risk death if we could come together?” she asked him tensely.


  “Of course I would!” he exclaimed. “But how?”


  She interrupted by rocketing toward him. And her thought reached him like a sobbing cry.


  “Then come, Far-ul!”


  He could not understand. If they touched, they would vanish together in a blaze of force and light.


  But a deep impulsion, a perfect trust, sent Farrel hurtling to meet her. Better to face death than to go back to the old loneliness and forget the only girl he had ever loved!


  He saw her white face inside the helmet, as they rushed toward each other. Their outstretched hands met!


  And nothing happened!


  They were drifting together there in space, arms locked around each other, and nothing had happened at all!


  Farrel’s brain reeled. “Ylleen—what does it mean? You’re not Negative, now?”


  “No, I am like you now!” came her mental cry. “And we can be really together, Far-ul.” She told him eagerly, “I told you that the scientists of my world had been trying to convert Negative into Positive matter by first attaining an intermediate neutral stage. It was hoped their experiments were near success. That’s why I asked you to meet me here.”


  “I don’t understand!” Farrel marveled. “How could they make Negative matter into Positive?”


  “By first making it neutral,” she reminded. “They worked in a laboratory in free space, handling matter by magnetic tractor-beams. They found a way to bombard a piece of Negative matter with streams of neutrons so that a neutron replaced each negative proton in that bit of matter.”


  Farrel could dimly understand that.


  “A neutron will displace a proton in a nucleus, yes,” he said. “But since it has no charge, it couldn’t hold the positive electrons and they’d instantly rush free.”


  “And when that happens, the neutron-nuclei instantly emit negative electrons!” she exclaimed.


  “Of course!” Farrel cried. “And when a neutron emits a negative electron, it instantly itself becomes a positive proton! Positive protons and negative electrons—it would be Positive matter then!”


  “It was not quite as simple as that,” Ylleen corrected. “Free negative electrons had to be jetted into the matter at the same instant to complete the structure of its atoms. But the whole process was almost instantaneous, starting automatically when triggered by the neutron bombardment.”


  Farrel was staggered by the colossal nature of that achievement of Martian science.


  “And they did that to you, Ylleen?”


  “I offered myself as the first living subject for their process,” she said simply. “In their laboratory in free space, they converted me and my little ship into Positive matter.”


  “But why didn’t you tell me at first?” he cried.


  Her eyes clung to his face.


  “Far-ul, the whole process was theoretically perfect but there might be an error. I couldn’t let you risk facing death with me unless you were willing.”


  The risk that she too had taken, the perfect willingness with which she’d accepted perpetual exile from her own world, rushed over him.


  He held her more closely, even their space-suits not lessening the wonder of actually having her in his arms.


  “Ylleen! Ylleen!”


  She told him, presently, “It means that by that process of conversion, men of our worlds can visit each other in future. The two civilizations can grow together. Perhaps, even, whole worlds can be converted.”


  He could not think of that future of many worlds. Moving with her toward his ship, his arms locked about her, he could only think of the future that would be theirs alone.


  COME HOME FROM EARTH


  Thrilling Wonder Stories, February 1947


  THEY WILL BE condemning Doctor Dixon’s experiment, by now. He’ll be blamed for what happened to me. The newspapers will yelp, “Young Scientist Loses Mind As Result of Rash Experiment!”


  They will be wrong. I didn’t lose my mind. It would be much truer to say that my mind lost me.


  Let me go back. I was Fred Ellis’ thirty years old, instructor in psychology at Midwestern University. At least, that’s who I thought I was!


  Doctor Francis Dixon, head of our department, was a dark, keen, brilliant man who was out of place in those poky classrooms. But he and John Burke, the assistant professor, carried on much private research.


  Dixon’s work was usually away over my head. His ideas were brilliant, if unconventional. Burke, a blond young giant with a strong faculty of imagination, understood him better than I did. I was the plodding, patient type of scientist, I’m afraid.


  But I intensely admired Dixon and listened with deep interest to his theories and suggestions. One night, talking with Burke, he came out with the most daring suggestion of all.


  Burke had made the trite remark that “mind is just a function of the physical body, after all.”


  “How do we know it is?” Dixon demanded. “All good little modem psychologists repeat that, but how do we know? It may be that mind and body are wholly different individual entities.”


  Burke gaped at him. “But that’s going back to old-fashioned nonsense. How could mind and body be different entities?”


  “Ever go deep-sea fishing?” Dixon asked him unexpectedly.


  “Fishing?” repeated Burke.


  “Down off Florida you catch big sharks and sea-bass that have remoras, or suckerfish, a foot long solidly attached to their sides. The remora is part of the shark, yet they’re different entities.


  “Termites have flagellates in their body who digest the wood the termites eat. Leguminous plants live in mutually profitable partnership with nitrogen-fixing bacteria, the plants fixing carbon and the bacteria nitrogen.”


  “I’m not a sophomore,” Burke said a little resentfully. “You can mention symbiosis without defining it for me.”


  Dixon laughed.


  “All right, I’m talking about symbiosis—the ability of two entirely different species of creatures to live in closest conjunction, one inside or attached to the body of the other.”


  He lighted a cigarette and looked at us.


  “Suppose the mind and body also are two different species of living creatures, two utterly different species, living together in symbiosis?”


  Of course the idea seemed a little crazy to me at first, and so it did to Burke.


  “That’s a wacky theory, Dixon. You can see and handle a remora, but who ever saw or handled an individual human mind?”


  “Who ever saw or handled a radar beam?” retorted Dixon. “But we know it’s there.


  Maybe your mind falls into the same class. A living, individual creature, not of ordinary matter but of non-material photons.”


  I became so interested I ventured a question. “If my mind and body are two different creatures, how come I don’t know it?”


  “Don’t you know it?” he said. “You do know it, Ellis. How many times has your reasoning mind urged you to do one thing, while the instincts of your body led you to do another? Mind and body are always at strife in all of us—it’s been so in all human history.”


  He seemed to kindle to his own idea.


  “Why is it that of all animals, only homo sapiens had what we call a conscious mind? The explanations of the biologists are pretty hazy, for they don’t really know the answer. Suppose the answer is that the human body is the only one in which the individual, living mind can live in symbiosis?”


  Burke was still unimpressed. “That’s just the old dualistic theory of Descartes, at bottom.”


  “The old has a habit of becoming the very new, in science,” retorted Dixon. “Doctor Alexis Carrel was a pretty modern and famous scientist. And Carrel, speculating in one of his books on the riddle of mind, suggested that a mind might be an immaterial being that somehow inserts itself from outside into the human brain and dwells there.”


  I was deeply interested.


  “Is there any way you could prove or disprove the theory, doctor?” I asked.


  Dixon shrugged. “How are you going to prove it? Forcing the living mind temporarily out of its comfortable symbiotic partnership in the body might prove it. But how can you force out a thing of immaterial photons? Nothing but electric force could do it . . .”


  That moment, as it turned out, was the beginning of the stunning events that followed.


  Until then, Dixon had been merely hypothesizing. But now his dark face changed, and he was silent in intense thought.


  “I believe,” he said finally, “that it might be done, by amplifying the electroshock treatment used on psychotic patients by Cerletti and Bini in nineteen thirty-nine. You remember their patients could remember nothing of elapsing time while under shock? Their minds must have been out of their bodies for a moment!


  “Suppose I increased the electroshock strength to force the mind out a little longer?


  The subject, when he came back to normal, might then remember his sensations as a disembodied mind.”


  Burke slowly nodded. “Sounds possible. But you’ll never find out. You’ve no one to test the idea on, and never will have.”


  I don’t know why it was that I didn’t hesitate a moment in speaking up. I had not the slightest doubt.


  “You can use me as your subject, doctor,” I said.


  I believe now it was my vain desire to emulate Dixon, my consciousness of my own lack of brilliance, that made me seize a chance to distinguish myself in an epochal experiment.


  “You, Ellis?” Burke looked shocked.


  But Dixon didn’t. A little light leaped into his eyes as he looked at me.


  He liked me, I think. But that liking meant not a straw when compared to the intensity with which he pursued any research.


  “You know, of course, that it would be dangerous?” he warned. “The object would be to force your mind free of your body for all of a few minutes, then let it return so you can describe your sensations.


  “This body-mind partnership, if it really exists, must be about the closest symbiosis in existence. Tampering with the partnership might have disastrous results.”


  Dixon didn’t mean to do it, I’m sure. But just such solemn discouragement as that was exactly what would add to the eagerness of a young enthusiast like myself.


  That very night, I wrote out a letter volunteering myself as subject in the experiment and freely exonerating Dixon and Burke of any possible unpleasant consequences.


  Two nights later, Dixon had his preparations made. I think he rushed things lest I lose my nerve. But I was more keen on the thing than ever. Even if things did go wrong, I saw my name in the books as a haloed martyr of science.


  He had set up a simple generator whose output could be graduated between 70 and 100 volts. I lay down on a table, and he and Burke attached two rubber pads faced with copper to my temples, as the electrodes. Dixon repeated his final instructions.


  “At the slightest crook of your finger we’ll cut the current, Ellis. If you feel any dangerous sensations, don’t hesitate.”


  He called, then, “All right, Burke—the switches.”


  “I feel more like an executioner than a scientist,” Burke growled.


  The generator was already humming. Dixon fed the current so weakly at first that I could feel only a tingle in my nerves.


  “It’ll take more than that,” I told him, grinning.


  He jumped his rheostats a little. The tingling in my nerves and brain became much stronger.


  I felt an odd, dizzy sensation. It got more pronounced as Dixon let me have the current in stronger and stronger jolts.


  The whole laboratory seemed to dim around me, even Dixon’s dark, watchful face blurring to my eyes.


  For a moment, I felt panic. After all, there was something gruesome about trying temporarily to dissociate my mind from my body!


  Dixon’s voice came through the blur.


  “All right, Ellis?” he asked.


  Pride made me conquer my panic.


  “Go ahead,” I murmured.


  All consciousness of bodily sensation vanished in a whirling blur as the jolts of current came faster and faster. I had a ghastly sensation of freedom.


  Can freedom be terrible? Freedom from your own body can—at least at first. That was what I was feeling.


  I seemed to float in a whirling, throbbing haze. Then my strange sensations cleared a little.


  I was still in the laboratory. But now I was floating several feet above the table and the limp body of Fred Ellis!


  I couldn’t see, or hear, or use any other ordinary bodily sense. Yet I felt my surroundings as clearly as though I saw them, by means of unguessable senses in my immaterial being.


  I was still I, but somehow it was now a different “I.” I felt connected to the limp form of Fred Ellis below me only by a tenuous thread.


  Dazed, bewildered by the change, as I hovered there I sensed a sudden clear question from close by.


  “Has your host died, comrade?”


  I didn’t hear that, and it wasn’t in words. It was in thought or thought-force that I automatically received.


  In the same way, I was conscious now of another immaterial being like myself hovering close to me. He couldn’t be seen, any more than I could, but he was there. And he was completely free, not connected as I was to a lax human body.


  “Has your host died?” he asked again. Dazedly, without realizing what I said, I answered in thought.


  “No, he is not dead. I am still linked to him.”


  “Have you been here long, comrade?” came the question. “I am Klon, and I am newly come from Aarl.”


  Aarl? That name was like a trigger in my hovering mind, unloosing a strange dim flood of memory.


  “I am T’Shal, and I came from Aarl ages ago,” I exclaimed. “Only now do I remember! There is horror here—”


  Crash!


  It all ended suddenly. I was Fred Ellis, dazedly opening my eyes on the table. The thunderous crash had been merely the click of a switch.


  “Ellis?” Dixon was sweating as he chafed my wrists. “Ellis, are you all right?”


  I stared at him in a frozen fashion.


  “You brought me back into my body?”


  “And just in time, I’d say!” exclaimed Burke. “You were in a ghastly coma—I insisted we cut it short.”


  Dixon had seized eagerly on my words. “You mean, you were really out of your body? Your mind was free for those moments?”


  “Only partly free,” I mumbled. “I was still linked to it. But even so, I was just beginning to remember something—”


  It was fading in my mind, even as I L tried to tell about it. Frantically, I sought to grasp those vague, vanishing memories.


  “Something about a place called Aarl! And I thought my name was T’Shal, and—and I can’t remember, now.”


  “Ellis, try to remember!” Dixon urged. “Think hard, man!”


  The harder I tried, the more swiftly receded those fast-fading memories. It was all gone already from my brain.


  We talked it over for hours that night, after I had recovered from my shakiness.


  “We’ve stumbled onto experimental proof of the most revolutionary theory in scientific history,” Dixon said. “Proof that the mind is a wholly different species and entity from the human body, and is merely a symbiotic partner of that body.


  “Good Heavens, think of all the things that it would explain! If you could only remember more, Ellis! Think again—what was it about Aarl?”


  Aarl? The name vibrated in my thoughts like something faint, far away, heartbreaking.


  Did you ever try to remember something and couldn’t, yet the very thing you couldn’t remember made you feel sad? It was that way with me.


  I knew that Aarl meant something to me, something wonderful and terrifying. But I couldn’t remember what it was.


  “There’s a possible explanation of your quick forgetfulness,” said Dixon finally. “The mind-entity, once it is inhabiting the human brain, is so far overcome by the human animal’s rudimentary nervous currents that it is drugged, inhibited.


  “That would explain why young children, whose human brains are not yet fully developed, continually have strange, fanciful ‘memories’ of other things, of queer places that they call fairylands.”


  Burke nodded thoughtfully.


  “You mean that in infancy the mind-partner of the symbiosis is not so inhibited and can still remember its own past? Maybe Wordsworth was right:


  “ ‘Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting,


  The soul that rises with us, our life’s star,


  Hath had elsewhere its setting,


  And cometh from afar.’ ”


  “Something like that,” Dixon affirmed, pondering. “And when the mind gets almost free of the body-partner, as Ellis did, then it can remember.”


  I told him, “If you had used a little stronger electroshock, if I’d been free altogether, I know I could remember more.”


  Burke looked doubtful.


  “What good would it do you, since you’d forget it all again when you came back into your body?”


  Dixon quickly figured an answer.


  “If the free mind is a group of photons as we believe, it could interrupt a sufficiently sensitive photoelectric beam and actuate a relay to a telegraph-sounder. Ellis could signal us that way by the Morse code. He could tell us right at the moment what he remembers, before he returns to his body and forgets.”


  “If you’ll fix up such a device, I’ll try the thing again!” I promised.


  It was crazy of me to make that offer, I felt. The dim unearthliness of my experience should have been enough for me.


  But I was haunted by that most maddening of feelings, by a vain desire to remember something forgotten.


  Somehow, I felt that Aarl, where I had been T’Shal, was so vastly important as to overrule any danger to my life as Fred Ellis. I had a premonition of beauty and wonder and horror all waiting to burst upon me—-if I could only remember them!


  So the next night, when I again took my place on the table, it was with increased eagerness, Dixon had showed me the beam of photoelectric force now crossing the room just above the table.


  “You said that as a mind you were aware of locations and could move, Ellis, Well, if you can move into this beam, it will actuate the telegraph-sounder and signal us.


  “Send us, if you’re able, an exact description of just what you feel and remember. Well take it down—and when you return to your body, it won’t matter if you immediately do forget everything again.”


  He turned on the electroshock current, and I felt again that sharp tingle in body and brain.


  Again my senses blurred. The laboratory swam about me, I was whirling through dimness.


  The pressure of the jolting current mounted and mounted. I felt an intolerable sense of strain—then a sharp, sudden release.


  I was completely free of Fred Ellis’ limp body now! I, T’Shal the Aarlan, who had inhabited Ellis’ body for thirty Earth years!


  “Comrade, is it you again?” I recognized instantly the mental voice of Klon, who had said he was newly-come from Aarl.


  From Aarl? Memory began to rush over me, memory that was heartbreakingly vivid.


  I remembered Aarl! I remembered our world of supernal beauty and splendor that lay far, far across the cosmos from this drab, heavy little world Earth.


  Aarl, world not of solid matter but of free electrons, floating like a glorious sphere of light in the glare of a great white sun! Aarl, wondrous globe of ever-shifting color, light and beauty!


  And I was an Aarlan! I was one of the race that had evolved there as individual, intelligent photon-groups—immaterial photon-beings living immortally in our radiant, ethereal work!!


  “Comrade, I sense your trouble of spirit! came the cry of Klon. “What is wrong?”


  “You have just come from Aarl, you say?” I cried. “You must go back there, back to Aarl before you are trapped on this world!”


  “Are you mad, comrade?” he asked wonderingly. “Why should I leave when I have come to gather new experiences on this world?”


  To gather new experiences? Yes, that was the passion of all us immortal Aarlans. For ages, beating our way out through the cosmos on streams of light, we had visited other worlds. We had entered the bodies of their material creatures and had lived there with them in peaceful symbiosis, garnering many rich new experiences.


  And that was why we had come to this planet Earth, long ago. How well I remembered now that I, T’Shal, had been one of that very band of Aarlans who first had visited this planet!


  “This world Earth must yield fascinating experiences,” Klon was saying. “For no Aarlan who came here has ever yet returned.”


  “You do not understand!” I cried. “When we came here first, we picked a species of ape-creature as the most suitable symbiotic partners and entered their brains in the usual way. We intended only our customary temporary stay.


  “But we were disastrously entrapped! This ape-species has no true intelligence, but they have instincts of surpassing nervous intensity—:instincts of greed and lust and hatred. And that bestial nervous influence warped the symbiosis we intended, distorted our own intelligence, inhibited our thinking until we forgot all about Aarl!


  “Yes, we forgot Aarl, forgot our own identities and thought of ourselves only as the minds of these ape-like creatures! And each of us, when his symbiotic partner died, remained so dazed and drugged that he merely drifted on to another ape-host, another partner.”


  Klon’s horrified thought came. “But then why is it that you are able to remember now, T’Shal?”


  “Because the shock of force that released me from my ape-host dissolved the inhibiting effect and made full memory return to me!” I told him.


  “What are we to do?” cried Klon. “Always? we have supposed that symbiosis with these Earth-creatures must be richly rapturous since no Aarlan ever returned from here. Aarlans have come here in millions for that reason, and more will come!”


  “No more must come!” I told him. “You and I will return at once to Aarl to warn all our race of the horrible trap of Earth. At least we will be able to prevent any more of our race from coming here.”


  I added, “And before we leave, I will make an effort to save all the millions of us who remain trapped here in the dazing symbiosis with the ape-creatures. If I could make them all remember their true identity, they might be able to break free of this bondage.”


  That is why I, T’Shal of Aarl, am utilizing the photoelectric signaling device to send back this last message before I leave Earth forever.


  You who are listening to my signals, Dixon and Burke! You others who will read this account when it is published to the world as I beg them to do—all of you, heed my plea!


  You are not Earthmen, as you think. Your brute bodies belong to Earth, but that within you which is the real “you” has no connection with this planet.


  You are Aarlans, members of the greatest and most glorious race in the cosmos, immortal individuals trapped by chance in the bodies of brute beasts here!


  Try to remember, you who read these words! Try to remember Aarl, our glorious world of ethereal radiance from which you yourself came long ago.


  Break free from this sordid symbiosis and come home! Come home from Earth! Come home across the cosmos to the undying beauty and wonder and peace of your own native world!


  PROXY PLANETEERS


  Startling Stories, July 1947


  DOUG NORRIS HESITATED for an instant. He knew that another movement might well mean disaster.


  Here deep in the cavernous interior of airless Mercury, catastrophe could strike suddenly. The rocks of the fissure he was following had a temperature of hundreds of degrees. And he could heard the deep rumble of shifting rock, close by.


  But it was not these dangers of the infernal underworld that made him hesitate. It was that sixth sense of imminent peril that he had felt twice before while exploring the Mercurian depths. Each time, it had ended disastrously.


  “Just nerves,” Norris muttered to himself. “The uranium vein is clearly indicated. I’ve got to follow it.”


  As he again moved forward and followed that thin, black stratum in the fissure wall, his eyes constantly searched ahead.


  Then a half-dozen little clouds of glowing gas flowed toward him from a branching fissure. Each was several feet in diameter, a faint-glowing mass of vapor with a brighter core.


  Norris moved hastily to avoid them.-But there was a sudden flash of light. Then everything went black before his eyes.


  “It’s happened to me again!” Doug Norris thought in sharp dismay.


  Frantically he jiggled his controls, cut in emergency power switches, overloaded his tight control beam to the limit. It was no use. He still could not see or hear anything whatever.


  Norris defeatedly took the heavy television helmet with its bulging eyepieces off his head. He stared at the control-board, then looked blankly out the window at the distant, sunlit stacks of New York Power Station.


  “Another Proxy gone! Seven of them wrecked in the last two weeks!”


  It hadn’t just happened, of course. It had happened eight minutes ago. It took that long for the television beam from the Proxy to shuttle from Mercury to this control-station outside New York. And it took as long again for the Proxy control-beam to get back to it on Mercury.


  Sometimes, a time-lag that long could get a Proxy into trouble before its operator on Earth was aware of it. But usually that was not a big factor of danger on a lifeless world like Mercury. The Proxies, built of the toughest refractory metals, could stand nearly anything but an earthquake, and keep on functioning.


  “Each time, there’s been no sign of falling rocks or anything like that,” Norris told himself, mystified. “Each time, the Proxy has just blacked out with all its controls shot.”


  THEN, as his mind searched for some factor common to all the disasters, a startled look came over Doug Norris’ lean, earnest face.


  “There were always some of those clouds of radon or whatever they are around, each time!” he thought. “I wonder if—” A red-hot thought brought him to his feet “Holy cats! Maybe I’ve got the answer!”


  He jumped away from the Proxy-board without a further glance at that bank of intricate controls, and Burned down a corridor.


  Through the glass doors he passed, Norris could see the other operators at work. Each sat in front of his control-board, wearing his television helmet, flipping the switches with expert precision. Each was operating a mechanical Proxy somewhere on Mercury.


  Norris and all these other operators had been trained together when Kincaid started the Proxy Project. They had been proud of their positions, until recently. It was a vitally important job, searching out the uranium so sorely needed for Earth’s atomic power supply.


  The uranium and allied metals of Earth had years ago been ransacked and used up. There was little on Venus or Mars. Mercury had much of the precious metal in its-cavernous-interior. But no man, no matter how ingenious his protection, could live long enough on the terrible, semi-molten Hot Side of Mercury to conduct mining operations.


  That was why Kincaid had invented the Proxies. They were machines that could mine uranium where men couldn’t go. Crew-less ships guided by radar took the Proxies to the Base on Mercury’s sunward side. From Base, each Proxy was guided by an Earth operator down into the hot fissures to find and mine the vital radioactive element. The scheme had worked well, until—


  “Until we got into those deeper fissures with the Proxies,” Doug Norris thought. “Seven wrecked since then! This must be the answer!”


  Martin Kincaid looked up sharply as Norris entered his office. A look of faint dismay came on Kincaid’s square, patient face. He knew that a Proxy operator wouldn’t, leave his board in the middle of a shift, unless there was trouble.


  “Go ahead and give me the bad news, Doug,” he said wearily.


  “Proxy M-Fifty just blacked out on me, down in Fissure Four,” Norris admitted. “Just like the others. But I think I know why, now!” He continued excitedly. “Mart, seven Proxies blacking out in two weeks wasn’t just accident. It was done deliberately!”


  Kincaid stared. “You mean that Hurriman’s bunch is somehow sabotaging our Project?”


  Doug Norris interrupted with a denial. “Not that. Hurriman and his fellow politicians merely want to get their hands on the Proxy Project, not to destroy it.”


  “Then who did wreck our Proxies?” Kincaid demanded.


  Norris answered excitedly. “I believe we’ve run into living creatures in those depths, and they’re attacking us.”


  Kincaid grunted. “The temperature in those fissures is about four hundred degrees Centigrade, the same as Mercury’s sunward side. Life can’t exist in heat like that. I suggest you take a rest.”


  “I know all that,” Norris said impatiently. “But suppose we’ve run into a new kind of life there—one based on radioactive matter? Biologists have speculated on it more than once. Theoretically, creatures of radioactive matter could exist, drawing their energies not from chemical metabolism as we do, but from the continuous process of radioactive disintegration.”


  “Theoretically, the sky. is a big roof with holes in it that are stars,” growled Kincaid. “It depends on whose theory you believe.”


  “Every time a Proxy has blacked out down there, there’s been little clouds of heavy radioactive gas near,” argued Doug Norris. “Each seems to have a denser core. Suppose that core is an unknown radium compound, evolved into some kind of neuronic structure that is able to receive and remember stimuli? A sort of queer, radioactive brain?


  “If that’s so, and biologists have said it’s possible, the body of the creature consists of radon gas emanated from the radium core. You remember the half-life of radon exactly equals the rate of its emission from radium, so there’d be a constant equilibrium of the thing’s gaseous body, analogous to our blood circulation. Given Mercury’s conditions, it’s no more impossible than a jellyfish or a man here on Earth!”


  KINCAID looked skeptical.


  “And you think these hypothetical living Raddies of yours are attacking our Proxies? Why would they?”


  “If they have cognition and correlation faculties they might be irritated by the tube emanations from the control-boxes of our Proxies,” Norris suggested. “They get into those control-boxes and wreck the tube circuits by overloading the electron flow with their own Beta radiation!”


  “It’s all pretty far-fetched,” muttered his superior. “Radioactive life! But all those Proxies blowing can’t be just chance.” He paused, then added gloomily, “But I can just see myself telling a World Council committee that your hypothetical living Raddies are what keep us from delivering uranium! Hurriman would like that. It would convince the Council that I’m as incompetent as he claims.”


  “He’ll convince the Council of that anyway unless we deliver uranium from Mercury quickly,” retorted Norris. “And we’ll never do it till we get these Raddies licked. They’re basically just complex clouds of radioactive gas. A Proxy armed with a high-pressure gas hose should be able to blow them to rags. Can’t we try it, Mart?”


  Kincaid sighed, and stood up.


  “I was a practical man once,” he said wearily, “and would have booted you out of here if you’d suggested such stuff. But I’m a drowning man right now, so I’ll buy your straw. We’ll send down a couple of Proxies armed with gas hoses and see how they make out.”


  Doug Norris eagerly went with his superior into the adjoining room where the operators of the Base Proxies were on duty.


  “Norris and I will take over two Proxies at base,” Kincaid told the sub-chief there.


  Two operators took off their helmets and got out of their chairs. Norris took the place of one, donning the television helmet.


  The control and television beams were on. The compact kinescope tubes in his helmet gave him a clear vision of the Base on Mercury, as seen through his Proxy’s iconoscope “eyes”.


  There were no buildings, for Proxies didn’t need shelter. The seared black rocks stretched under a brazen sky, beneath a stupendous Sun whose blaze even the iconoscope filters couldn’t cut down much. The Base was just a flat area here beside the low rock hills. A crewless ship lay to one side, its hatches open. Near it were the supply-dumps of Proxy parts, the repair shops, the power plant.


  “We’ll get a couple of oxygen tanks from the supply dump and use them for your gas hose weapons,” Kincaid was saying.


  The Proxies they were guiding did not look like men. They looked like what they were—machines devised for special purposes. They were like baby tanks, mounted on caterpillar drives, each with two big jointed arms ending in claws, and a control-box with iconoscope eyes. They clamped on the high-pressure oxygen tanks, clutched the nozzles of the attached hoses, and rolled out of Base across the searedplain toward the black rock hills. In a few minutes, they entered the narrow cleft of Fissure Four.


  Norris knew the way down here. He led, switching on his searchlight even though he didn’t really need it. The Proxy’s iconoscope eyes could, see by the infra-red radiation from the superheated rock walls.


  They finally reached the spot deep down in the fissure where his disabled former Proxy still stood. Doug Norris reached his jointed arms and quickly unclamped the shield of its control-box.


  “Look there, Mart! The whole controls shot! They do it by overloading the tubes with their own Beta emanations, all right.” Kincaid’s Proxy had elbowed close, its big iconoscope eyes peering closely. Here in the office, Kincaid uttered a grunt.


  “That still doesn’t prove the gas that did it was living. Instead of your hypothetical Raddies, it could be—”


  “Look there!” yelled Doug Norris suddenly. “There they come again!”


  Three of the glowing gaseous things were flowing toward them along the fissure. They poised for a moment in a lifelike way, and then swept forward.


  “Your gas hose!” yelled Norris to the man beside him. “Don’t let them get near you!” The Raddies were advancing in a deliberate way. In spite of the time-lag, Norris tried to raise his gas hose and trigger it. There wasn’t time. The eight-minute lag between his action and the result out there on Mercury was-fatally long. The glowing Raddies were flowing up around the Proxies.


  Doug Norris was momentarily dazzled by the brilliance of the Raddy that enveloped his Proxy’s control-box. It was like looking into a star to look into the glowing, pulsing core of the thing.


  His senses reeled queerly as he stared, hypnotized by the swirling bright gas and the starlike, throbbing core. He sensed dimly that that core was a kind of life possible on no terrestrial planet, a crystalized gaseous neurone structure that used its own radon emanations as a body.


  HE FELT his senses staggering, darkening. It was as though he were hypnotized by the brilliance of that pulsing core of light, as though it were probing excruciatingly into his brain.


  Then Doug Norris came out of his queer daze to find himself sitting there with his helmet dead He could see nothing. His movements of the Proxy controls yielded no response.


  “Blacked out, both our Proxies!” Kincaid exclaimed, dazedly taking off his own helmet. “And we got some kind of kick-back shock.” Norris, still badly shaken, nodded unsteadily. “There must have been a kick-back along the control beam when they blew the control-boxes. The circuit breakers may have been slow.” He added quickly, “But you know now I, was right! Those Raddies are living things, that instinctively attack our Proxies!”


  Kincaid frowned. “It looks like it. But no gas hose or any other weapon will work against the brutes. The time-lag makes it impossible to use weapons. Our only chance is to seal and ray-proof the Proxies’ control-boxes against them. That’ll take time. But it’s our only chance to get uranium out of there, and it’s got to be done before Hurriman’s clique gets the Council on our tail.


  I’ll have the boys bring the Proxies all back to Base at once.”


  Norris followed his chief back to his office. Winters, the office clerk, was waiting there for them, and looking anxious.


  “A bulletin just came over the news tape, Chief,” he told Kincaid. “Here it is.”


  Mart Kincaid read the tape, and his square shoulders seemed to sag a little. He looked at them heavily.


  “We won’t need to worry any more about your Raddies, Doug. World Council has just passed Hurriman’s motion requesting an immediate investigation of Proxy Project. It will begin tomorrow.” He added tonelessly, “You know what that means. When they find we’ve lost nine valuable Proxies-out there on Mercury without getting any uranium at all yet, we’ll be thrown out.”


  “Blast Hurriman!” Doug Norris raged. “The Proxy Project has been your work from the start! You sweated to develop the things. Now because there’s a hitch, a bunch of bumbling politicians take it over!”


  “It’s all in a lifetime,” Kincaid shrugged. “Winters, you tell the boys. Have them pull their Proxies back to Base, and go home.”


  He sat down slowly in his chair then, and stared at the wall. “So it’s over. Well, right now I’m too tired to care.”


  Norris felt heartsick. “Isn’t there any chance of stalling them long enough to try our idea of rayproofing the Proxies?”


  “You know there isn’t,” said his superior. “It’d take days to do that job. Even if it worked against the Raddies, it’d take weeks more to get out uranium. And Hurriman’s bunch won’t wait weeks.”


  He looked at the sick face of the younger man, then opened a desk drawer and took out a bottle of Scotch and glasses.


  “Here, have a drink,” he ordered. “You’re a little young yet, and you take these things too seriously.”


  Norrisunhappily drank the Scotch. But his nerves, still shaken by that queer kickback shock from the beam, didn’t relax much.


  “Mart, your calmness isn’t fooling me,” he said. “I know how much the Proxies meant to you, the dreams you had of operating Proxies on every planet man couldn’t visit, even on worlds of distant stars.”


  Kincaid shrugged as he poured himself a drink. “Sure, I wanted all that. But since when have scientists ever been able to buck politicians?”


  Darkness pressed the windows as night gathered. They sat silently in the darkening office drinking the Scotch arid looking at the tall, lighted stacks of the distant New York Power Station.


  Doug Norris found no comfort in the liquor’s sting. His sense of injustice deepened. The Proxies were Kincaid’s, but just because he couldn’t produce uranium fast enough, they would be taken away from him.


  He said so, bitterly and at length. Kincaid only shrugged wearily again.


  “Forget it, Doug. Have another drink.” Norris discovered with mild surprise that the bottle was empty.


  “We must have spilled some of it,” he said a little thickly.


  “There’s another bottle in the drawer,” Kincaid grunted. “They were for the Project party next week, but that’s all off now.”


  NORRIS opened the other bottle and generously refilled their glasses. He sat down beside Kincaid, who was looking broodingly from the window at the distant atomic power plant. Despite the warm physical glow he felt, Doug Norris was unhappier than before. A new, poignant sorrow had risen in him.


  “You know, Mart, it isn’t only what Hurriman’s doing to the Project that’s got me down,” he said sorrowfully. “It’s what happened to old M-Fifty today.”


  “M-Fifty?” Kincaid inquired. “You mean that Proxy you lost this afternoon?”


  “Yes, he was my special Proxy for all these months,” Doug Norris said. “I got to know him. He was always dependable, never jumped his control beam, never acted cranky in a tight place.” His voice choked a little.


  “I loved that Proxy like a brother. And I let him down. I let those Raddies wreck him.”


  “They’ll fix him up, Doug,” said Kincaid, a rich sympathy in his slightly thickened voice. “They’ll make him as good as new when they get him back up to Base.”


  “Yes, but what good will that do if I’m not here to operate him?” cried Norris. “I tell you, that Proxy was sensitive. He knew my touch on the controls. That Proxy would have died for me.”


  “Sure he would.” Kincaid nodded with owlish understanding. “Here, have another drink, Doug.”


  “I’ve had enough,” Norris said gloomily, refilling their glasses as he spoke. “But as I was saying, that Proxy won’t fun for a bunch of politicians and their ham-handed operators like he ran for me. He’ll know that I’m gone, and he won’t be the same. He’ll pine.”


  “That’s the way it goes, Doug,” Kincaid said sadly. “You lose your best friend—I mean, your best Proxy—and I lose my Project, just because we can’t furnish enough uranium for power over there.”


  He gestured bitterly toward the distant stacks of New York Power Station that soared like towers of light in the distant darkness.


  “You know, I’ve got an idea in my mind about that,” Kincaid added slowly, as he stared at those towers.


  Doug Norris nodded emphatically. “You’re dead right, Mart. You’re absolutely right.”


  “Now wait, you didn’t hear my idea yet,” Kincaid protested a little foggily. “It’s this—we’re losing the Project because we can’t furnish enough uranium for power. But suppose they didn’t need uranium for power any longer? Then they’d let us keep the Proxy Project!”


  “Exactly what I say!” Norris declared firmly. “There’s just one thing for us to do.


  That’s to find a way to produce atomic power from some commoner substance than uranium. That’d solve our whole problem.”


  “I thought I was the one who said that,” Kincaid said, puzzled. “But look—what fairly common metal could be used to replace uranium in the atomic piles?”


  “Bismuth, of course,” Norris replied promptly. “Its atomic number is closest to the radioactive series of elements.”


  “You took the words right out of my mouth!” Kincaid-declared. “Bismuth it is. All we have to do is to make bismuth work in an atomic pile, then we can run the Proxy Project without this everlasting nagging about supplying uranium.”


  Doug Norris felt a warm, happy relief. “Why, it’s simple! We should have thought of it before! Let’s get some bismuth out of the supply room and go over to the Power Station right now!” He leaped to his feet, eagerly, if a trifle unsteadily. “No time to waste, if the Council committee’s to be on our necks tomorrow!”


  Doug Norris felt like singing in his wonderful relief, as he and Kincaid went down through the now deserted Project building to the supply room. In fact, he started to raise his voice in a ribald ballad about a Proxy’s adventure with a lady automaton.


  “You must have had a trifle too much Scotch, Doug,” Kincaid reproved him, with owlish dignity. “Such levity isn’t becoming to two scientists about to make the most wonderful invention of the century.”


  They got one of the heavy leaden cylinders used for transport of uranium and filled it carefully with powdered bismuth. Then, in Kincaid’s car, they drove happily toward the big Power Station.


  The guards at the barrier gate knew them both, for it was nothing new for Proxy Project men to bring uranium over to the Station. They let them through, and the car eased along the straight cement road.


  The huge, windowless buildings that housed the massive uranium piles were a mile beyond. But no one went near those tremendous atomic piles. Everything in them had to be handled by remote control by the few technicians in Headquarters Building who kept them operating.


  “Mart, isn’t it queer nobody ever thought of usin’ bismuth instead of uranium, before now?” Norris asked, out of his roseate glow.


  “Scientists too c’nservative, that’s the trouble,” Kincaid answered wisely. His voice soared. “We’re about to launch a new epoch! No more uranium shortage to worry about! No more politicians botherin’ the Project!”


  “And I’ll be able to fix up old M-Fifty and run him myself again,” added Doug Norris. He choked up once more: “When I think of that Proxy that was like a brother to me, lyin’ down in that lonely fissure with the Raddies gloatin’ over him—”


  “Don’t think about it, Doug,” begged Kincaid, with tender sympathy. “Soon’s we get these atomic piles changed around, we’ll go back and get good old M-Fifty up again and fix him good as new.”


  THAT promise cheered Norris’ grieving mind. He got out and helped Kincaid carry the heavy lead cylinder into Headquarters Building.


  The technicians they passed in the lower rooms saw nothing surprising in the two Project men staggering along under the weight of the cylinder. Nor did Petersen and Thorpe, at first Petersen and Thorpe were the two technicians on duty in the big, sacred inmost chamber of controls. Visors here gave view of every part of the distant, mighty atomic piles—the massive lead towers that enclosed the graphite and uranium lattices, the gas penstocks that led to giant heat turbines, the gauges and meters. And the banks of heavy levers here could switch those lattices, make any desired change in the piles, without the necessity of a man entering the zone of dangerous radiation.


  Petersen had surprise on his spectacled, scholarly face as he greeted the two scientists.


  “I didn’t know you had another uranium consignment for us,” he said.


  Kincaid helped Norris place the lead cylinder in the breech of the tube that would carry it mechanically to the distant pile.


  “This isn’t uranium—it’s better than uranium,” Kincaid announced impressively.


  “What do you mean, better than uranium?” Petersen asked in a puzzled tone. He opened the end of the lead cylinder. “Why, this stuff is bismuth! What is this, a crazy joke?”


  Young Thorpe had been staring closely at Kincaid and Norris.


  “They’re both plastered!” he burst out. Kincaid drew himself up in an unsteady attitude of outraged dignity.


  “Tha’s what thanks we get,” he accused thickly. “We come here to make a won’erful improvement in your blasted old atomic piles, and we get insulted.”


  “Thorpe,” Petersen said disgustedly, “get them out of here, and . . . Look out!”


  Doug Norris had casually taken the heavy metal handle off one of the big levers. He tapped Thorpe on the head with it just as Petersen uttered his warning cry. The young technician slumped.


  Petersen, suddenly pale, darted toward an alarm button on his desk. But before he reached it, Norris’ improvised blackjack tapped his skull. And Petersen also sagged to the floor.


  Norris looked triumphantly at Kincaid, with a warm feeling of righteous virtue.


  “They won’t bother us now, Mart. I just put them out for a little while without hurting ’em.”


  “Quick thinking, Doug!” Kincaid approved warmly. “Can’t let reactionaries obstruc’ course of scientific progress. We’d better tie ’em up in case they come around too soon.” Norris helped tie the two unconscious men with lengths of spare cable. Then he and Kincaid stood swaying a little as they owlishly inspected the controls of the mighty atomic piles.


  Norris knew a good bit about those controls. He had been here many times, and Petersen and the other technicians had liked to talk. The trouble was, that right now his thoughts all seemed a little foggy.


  “What we got to do,” Kincaid said ponderously, “is change ’round the atomic pile setup so it’ll, handle bismuth instead of uranium. Right?”


  “Right!” Norris approved enthusiastically. “That’s going right to the heart of the problem, old pal!”


  Kincaid seemed to blush in deprecation. “Oh, I jus’ got an orderly mind. First thing now, is to shift the uranium lattices out of the piles.”


  He laid his hands on several of the levers, one after another. There was a low humming of machinery somewhere.


  In the distant, towering structure, lattices loaded with uranium were being mechanically withdrawn to the pits beneath. But there was nothing happening here except on the panel of indicators.


  Petersen came back to consciousness at that moment. Tied to a wall. stanchion, he stiffened and his eyes bugged at them.


  “What are you two doing?” he cried. “You’re cutting off the power by pulling out those lattices!”


  “Only temp’rarily,” Norris assured him. “We’ll shift empty lattices back in, and then load the bismuth into them.”


  Petersen uttered a howl of agony. “You maniacs will wreck the whole pile if you try a stunt like that! For heaven’s sake, sober up and think what you’re doing!”


  “We’re tryin’ to think,” Kincaid said sternly. “But how can we con’centrate, with you yelling at us?”


  Petersen went from raging orders to agonized pleadings to tearful entreaty. The two ignored him completely.


  “Le’s see, now,” Kincaid said, blinking. “We’ll leave in the Number One uranium lattice after all. We’ll need its neutrons to trigger the expanding series of graphite and bismuth lattices.”


  “We’ll need two uranium lattices,” Doug Norris corrected thickly. “One to trigger the first action, the other to provide neutrons for the continuous shuttle that’ll run the bismuth’s atomic number up from eighty-three to ninety-four, right up through neptunium to plutonium.”


  “You’re right,” Kincaid agreed, hiccuping slightly. “I forgot ’bout that second lattice for a minute. Mus’ be because of all the noise in here.”


  PETERSEN was still producing that noise, indeed. He had become louder and more frantic as he saw them shifting out the uranium lattices and replacing them clumsily with empty lattice-frames.


  “Ten thousand scientists have been working ever since Nineteen-forty-five to find a way to use common elements instead of uranium in a pile!” he choked. “They can’t do it. But two drunken Proxy men are going to try it!”


  Norris hardly heard that stream of agonized accusation and entreaty, as he helped Kincaid shift in. the empty lattices. He was mildly sorry that Petersen felt so disturbed. There was no reason for it. He and Kincaid knew just what they were doing.


  Or did they? For a moment, a dim doubt crossed Norris’ foggy mind. After all, he and Kincaid weren’t physicists. Then he dismissed that doubt. He was sure of what they were doing, wasn’t he?


  Kincaid sat down unsteadily when they had the lattices changed.


  “I feel a li’l shaky. ’S emotional reaction from great scientific achievement.”


  “Emotional reaction nothing—you’re so plastered you’re nearly out!” raged Petersen, Kincaid dignifiedly ignored that. “Switch on the loader and shoot the ol’ bismuth in there, Doug.”


  “Norris, don’t do it!” begged Petersen hoarsely. “It means wrecking the pile, and maybe blowing up the whole Station!”


  Again, Doug Norris’ dim doubt bothered him. But then again he dismissed it. Everything was so beautifully clear in his mind. It had to work.


  He switched on the loader. The lead cylinder of bismuth slid away into the tube that would carry it to the pile, where it would be automatically loaded into the new empty lattices.


  “You fools!” choked Petersen. “I hope they hang you both for this! When that pile starts up, and blows—”


  The operation of the great atomic pile was automatic from this point on. Minutes later, a bell rang and indicators clicked on.


  “First uranium lattice has triggered off,” said Kincaid, and nodded, pleased. “Now we’ll get power—lotsa power.”


  “You’ll get nothing but maybe an atomic explosion, in ten seconds!” cried Petersen, his face deathly white.


  Doug Norris suddenly felt his doubt rise again and this time it overwhelmed him! All his former foggy confidence seemed to Petersen was untied, he grabbed Kincaid fiercely.


  “How did you do it?” he cried. “Just what did you do to the pile?”


  Kincaid stared at him blankly. “I don’t know, now.”


  “You don’t know?” Petersen almost screeched. “Man. you’ve stumbled on what the scientists have been hunting all these years—the hookup to use common elements in an atomic pile! You must have had something figured out beforehand!”


  “We didn’t!” Norris denied weakly. “We got a little plastered, and got this idea. We didn’t know what we were doing.”


  Suddenly, Doug Norris stiffened. Remembrance that brought him jumping unsteadily to his feet had come to him.


  “You couldn’t have done a thing like this by sheer crazy accident!” Petersen was insisting. “You must have known how!”


  “By heaven, I believe now that we did know what we were doing, in a queer sort of way!” Norris exclaimed shakily. He have left him as they completed their operations.


  He was suddenly aware of the mad and ghastly thing that he and Kincaid had done. Why in heaven’s name had they done it? What crazy quirk in their minds had made them do it?


  Kincaid too was suddenly looking pale and queer.


  “Doug, maybe we shouldn’t have tried it.”


  “Look at those meters!” yelled Petersen, in a wild voice.


  The technician’s eyes were protruding as he stared at the big bank of ammeters that registered the output of the great turbines. The needles were jumping across the dials with swiftly increasing amperage.


  “The pile is working!” yelled Petersen hoarsely. “That bismuth is actually producing atomic power!”


  Doug Norris suddenly felt cold sober, and a little sick. He sat down shakily, and put his head in his hands.


  Kincaid was staring blankly at the ammeters, while Petersen and Thorpe seemed to have gone crazy with excitement. When grabbed Kincaid’s arm. “Mart, come with me! We’re going back over to the Project!” Petersen’s dazed amazement was changing to exultation.


  “Whatever you did, it’s still working and looks like it’ll work indefinitely! And we can study the hookup and learn how to duplicate it, even if we never completely understand it. You two maniacs are going to be famous!” But Norris had already led the stupefied Kincaid out of the room.


  ALL the way back to the Proxy Project, Kincaid kept dazedly repeating the same thing over and over.


  “We must have been clear out of our heads to do a thing like that! But how is it that we were able to do it right?”


  “Haven’t you suspected the answer to that yet?” cried Doug Norris. “Don’t you see why, as soon as our conscious minds were relaxed by a few drinks, we automatically went and performed an operation totally beyond present-day nuclear science? What happened to us just before we had those drinks? What happened when our Proxies met those Raddies down in the fissure.”


  “The Raddies?” Kincaid repeated stupidly. “What could those brutes have to do with this?”


  “We thought they were only brutes, a low form of queer radio-active life,” Norris said. “But what if their weird minds are intelligent, supremely intelligent? An intelligence that doesn’t operate for purposes or in ways like ours, but that’s as high or higher than ours?”


  He almost dragged the stunned Kincaid into the deserted office, to the control-boards of the Proxies at Base.


  “Take over a Proxy and follow me,” Norris ordered. “I’ve an idea that if we go down in that fissure again, we can prove it.”


  “Prove what?” Kincaid asked, but mechanically obeyed and took over a Proxy control.


  Again, Norris and Kincaid guided their Proxies out of Base and across the seared Mercury plain toward Fissure Four. Norris peered down into the fissure as he advanced Then as they glimpsed the wrecked Proxies they had previously left there, they also glimpsed glowing little clouds flowing rapidly toward them.


  A Raddy lifted its glowing gaseous body to envelop the control-box of Norris’ Proxy. Again, as he stared into the thing’s brilliant, pulsing core, he felt his senses reel queerly. But this time, he knew beyond any doubt what it was.


  “Hypnosis!” he yelled to Kincaid. “Hypnosis operating through our Proxies’ eyes right back along the beam to our own eyes and brains! I thought so!” His shout died away as his brain reeled under the powerful hypnotic influence of the Raddy s pulsing, starlike core.


  Hypnosis could operate by vision, everyone knew that. Nobody had dreamed of hypnosis operating across space by means of a linking television beam, but it was happening. For Doug Norris, resisting now with new-found knowledge, just dimly sensed the powerful hypnotic order the Raddy’s pulsing brain was hurling into his own mind.


  “You will not send your crude machines down here again to disturb our philosophical reveries!” the Raddy’s hypnotic thought was sternly ordering him. “There is no further need. When we read from your minds that it was need for uranium for your primitive power plants that motivated your intrusions here, we gave your brains the post-hypnotic knowledge to improve those power plants so you would not need to come here again. So go, and do not return!”


  Under that powerful hypnotic command, both Norris and Kincaid turned their Proxies and fled back up the fissure.


  Not until they had reached Base again, not until they had ripped off the television helmets, did Doug Norris feel that powerful hypnotic command relax.


  “It’s as I suspected!” he cried. “It was the Raddies who put that knowledge in our minds! Who would know nuclear science better than they?”


  Kincaid stared, his jaw dropping. “Then, to stop our bothering them, they did that by post-hypnotic command working back along our own Proxy-beams?”


  “Yes!” cried Doug Norris. “Ironic, isn’t it? They worked back along our own beams and made Proxies out of us!”


  SERPENT PRINCESS


  Weird Tales, January 1948


  HUGH MACKLIN TOLD himself that he was acting more like an imaginative boy than a serious, thirty year-old archaeologist. But that couldn’t stop the vague, meaningless dread that oppressed him.


  He had lain awake for hours, on his narrow camp-cot. And it was not the hot closeness of the air inside the little tent, nor the solemn boom of surf from the nearby Persian Gulf, that had prevented him from sleeping.


  “The wrath of Anu, lord of the sky; of Enlil, lord of the wind; of Adad, lord of the lightning; be on him who again opens this temple and uses its instrument to awaken evil Tiamat and her folk!”


  That terrific invocation ran through Macklin’s mind now, as it had ever since morning when they had first uncovered the blocked, sealed entrance of their great find, the temple of Tiamat.


  De Ferdey, head of the expedition, had translated the crumbling columns of age-old cuneiform, his high-pitched voice shrill with excitement. The elderly little scholar had almost babbled, when Macklin and Thorpe confirmed his reading by independent translation.


  “A temple dedicated to the serpent-goddess Tiamat! This proves that it’s the oldest find in Babylonian archaeology! It makes Woolley’s work at Ur, and de Morgan’s at Elam, look modern!”


  Roos, the hulking, fat Dutch artist who was sketcher for the De Ferdey Expedition, was the only one who had looked troubled then.


  He had stood with them in the sandy excavation on the very shore of the blue Gulf, staring with puzzled eyes at the square, massive little stone building and the inscribed blocks that sealed its doorway.


  “But why?” he had asked. “Why should they have put so terrific a curse on their own temple?”


  “Enlil wither his body, Nergal freeze his soul, Shamash burn him in fire, who awakens again those of the abyss whom I, Marduk, have bound!”


  “Tiamat was the serpent-goddess of the sea-deeps, in ancient Babylonian legend,” De Ferdey had explained. “She and her evil race were supposed to have been chained somehow by Marduk, ancient hero-king.”


  The little scholar’s eyes had kindled. “It’s always been supposed Marduk was only a solar myth—but this inscription proves he really lived! A ruler of the world’s dawn who suppressed the worship of Tiamat!


  “We’ll know more of this when we open the temple tomorrow!”


  Tomorrow was only hours away, now. And still Macklin had not been able to sleep, because of that vague oppression.


  It was ridiculous, he told himself in renewed self-disgust. The people who had carved that inscription had been dust six thousand years and more. They and their invocations and curses were merely material now for a scholarly monograph.


  Macklin knew an old trick of sleep he had learned from an Asian shaman. He used it now, willing his feet, his limbs, his body, to relax.


  He slept. And, it seemed instantly, the vague oppression that he had felt leaped suddenly into horror.


  The sound came first. Faint and distant, the mere echo of a memory of a sound. It crept to him through the night and touched him with delicate cold fingers, and somehow he knew what the sound was. Someone, long ago in another world, had struck a great crystal bell. Hugh Macklin could hear it speaking still, clear and sweet and wicked, like the pulsing of an alien heart.


  In his dream, Macklin saw himself rise and go out of the tent, because the bell-note called him and he knew that he must go.


  He stood on the shore of the dark sea, looking outward, and now the crystal singing of the bell blended with the voices of the waves and the sea wind, but was strengthened rather than lost. It called him still, and Hugh Macklin followed, out into the sea.


  The black water closed over his head. He was not afraid of the water. He was not conscious of cold or the need to breathe. He felt himself gliding swiftly downward, deeper and deeper into the gulf, and still the bell sang to him.


  He was afraid of the bell. Terribly afraid. And yet as he plunged downward into the utter blackness of the ocean bed he was aware of a growing excitement, an eagerness that ran through him like sudden fire.


  Then a strange knowledge came to him, though in his dream it did not seem strange. The lovely crystalline voice of the bell was only the stronger echo of another voice, more delicate, more beautiful, more evil.


  The voice of a woman, calling from the long night shadows of the sea.


  Pale phosphorescence, pale spreading light like the silver radiance of stars. Macklin knew that he was almost there. He saw the great cliffs rising sheer behind their veils of water, and the long clean stretch of sand and whitened shells that was the ocean floor. He saw—the city.


  Crystal towers, cut from the clear green-white crests of breaking waves. Walls of coral and floors of the shining silver sand. He passed over the clustered roofs, where they lay between the two folding arms of the black cliffs. He looked down, and saw the blurred, still shapes that slept in the crystal chambers, dreaming dreams as old as the sea.


  But he did not pause. He rushed on, with a terrible hungry eagerness.


  Above the city, apart from it, like a diamond on some great primal altar, a crystal palace stood on a ledge of rock. And the woman’s voice spoke in Hugh Macklin’s soul, and it was glad, and full of power.


  The bright walls flowed past him like a broken star, and he was in the palace.


  Upward through the silent gleaming halls, moving with the floating smoothness of a dream. Upward past vaulted chambers where the great golden doors stood open, swinging with the stately breathing of the sea.


  Upward to the highest tower, and the stillness was deeper than death.


  She waited for him, there.


  No one barred the way. No-guard was at the door but a flight of little fish like a shower of butterflies. She had no handmaids, no courtiers, no one to attend her. But even now she had worshippers. Great shadowy creatures hung in the clear water around her as she slept, their fins moving slowly, slowly, and a long coiling shape curled lovingly around her, its shining head upon her shoulder, watching with cold strange eyes.


  Macklin saw these things vaguely, as he saw the high clear vault of the roof and the couch whereon she lay, that was like an open shell and glowed like mother of pearl. But they did not matter. She was all that mattered.


  Her voice would be like a faery bell, ringing silver in his heart. If she moved, her body would have the grace of all the sea’s bright children, sinuous strength, wonderful ease and quickness. Her limbs were smooth, shaped out of the joyous whiteness of foam, and it seemed a pity that they should be so still.


  She was human and yet she was not human.’-She was more beautiful than any human woman Macklin had ever seen. She was beautiful like the morning of the world, when the gods were born out of sunlight and sea-waves and the strength of the wind. There was no weakness in her, no fear, no change. The heavy trampling feet of the ages of mankind had never touched her, and somehow Macklin knew that to her there was no such thing as death.


  It was a pity that she slept. A pity that such wondrous life must be so still.


  He looked into her face, her lovely face that had in it a shining wickedness so far beyond the petty evils of human life that it ceased to have the meaning of wrong as Macklin knew it. Her shadowed eyelids brushed her cheeks with gleaming lashes, and Macklin’s heart was wrung with the pain of it, that she slept and he could not look into her eyes.


  But she could speak to him! Macklin heard the singing crystal voice clearly in his mind now, and knew that it was her mind that spoke to his.


  “Yes, my mind,” came her sweet whisper of thought. It is not chained in sleep, like my body. It can reach out and draw other minds to me—as it has drawn yours.”


  In his dream, Macklin’s thought was awed, his hungry eagerness tempered by dread.


  “You are—the goddess Tiamat?” he murmured.


  “The princess Tiamat!” rang the answer. “Yes, princess of the older human race—the race who went back to the sea from the land, as the great sea-reptiles and the great whales went back.” Her speech, her thought, rushed swift and shining now through Macklin’s dazed and dreaming mind.


  “We of the sea were older—and wiser—than the men of land. That is why we sought to teach the brutish, barbarous land-folk our arts and wisdom. And we taught them much.”


  Macklin felt the heavy weight of ages of time in Tiamat’s brooding thought.


  “The land-folk called us, by a great bell whose sound was power. They called and we answered, rising from the sea to instruct them. We gave them the first elements of civilization. We even brought many of them by our arts to this sea-city, land men who dwelt with us here in the sea! And they worshipped us as gods.


  “All except Marduk, their king. He was jealous of us. He hid his hatred until he had learned our arts of magic science from us. And then Marduk proclaimed us as evil, and used our own arts against us to bind us in this paralyzed, death-like sleep!”


  Like silver flame blazed the bitter wrath in Tiamat’s thought, and then Macklin felt it sink back to dull despair.


  “Sleeping, sleeping, as age on age has rolled across the earth—but only our bodies! And that was the horror of the fate that treacherous Marduk fastened on us, that our minds should remain wakeful!”


  In his dream, Macklin’s heart wrung to pity for her.


  “Tiamat, can you never be awakened? Can you never live again?”


  Swift came her answer. “There is one way! The great bell in the temple on the shore—the bell by which long ago the land-folk called to us! Its vibration can shatter the paralysis in which Marduk bound us! It would awaken us!


  “The bell still exists! Marduk dared not destroy it, for the very act of destruction would have sounded the bell and awakened us! He could but seal it up, with a curse upon it. You have but to open the sealed temple. First break the inscription on the outer block—”


  “First break the inscription,” Macklin murmured mechanically.


  “—and then pull the center blocks aside,” prompted Tiamat’s silver whisper.


  “The center blocks—” Macklin repeated, again.


  Suddenly, in his dream, it seemed to him that the whole undersea world about him heaved and rocked to a violent shock.


  And then it was all wavering and fading, the weird sea-city below and the crystal tower in which he was, and the pearly couch on which Tiamat’s sleeping, unhumanly-human body lay.


  “Macklin! Macklin!” a thunderous voice seemed roaring through the waters as all darkened and faded. “Wake tip!”


  Macklin opened dazed eyes. It was Thorpe’s voice he heard, and Thorpe’s square, aggressive face was close to his as the other shook his shoulders violently. “Macklin, what are you doing?” Macklin looked dazedly around. He was not now in his tent. He stood in the moonlight at the sealed entrance of the temple of Tiamat.


  But that entrance was no longer sealed! Hands had torn aside the blocks inscribed with Marduk’s curse and warning!


  His hands, Macklin suddenly realized! His fingers were bruised and bloody where they had torn at the blocks. In his sleep, in his dream, he had opened the long-sealed temple of Tiamat!


  In the moonlight, Thorpe’s aggressive face showed his astonishment and bewilderment.


  “Why did you open the temple secretly? Why not wait till morning as we planned?”


  “I didn’t know what I was doing,” Macklin stammered. “I was sleepwalking, dreaming—”


  Dreaming? Of a sudden, he felt an aching sorrow that Tiamat’s unearthly beauty had only been a dream.


  He saw her again as he had seen her in that weird vision, sleeping in her crystal palace tower down deep beneath the sea, her loveliness warded and watched by grotesque creatures of the deep.


  But had it been only—dream? Had not her mind urged him to open the temple and sound the mysterious bell that could awaken her again to life? And had he not, at the very moment he dreamed that, been blindly tearing aside the inscribed blocks to enter the temple?


  Fear settled upon Macklin’s mind like thin ice forming on a pool: A dream that could take possession of a man’s mind and body like that, was more than dreaming!


  New voices aroused him from his brooding.


  De Ferdey and Roos had been awakened by Thorpe’s shouting, and were approaching.


  De Ferdey, his scrawny little figure ridiculous in a brilliant dressing-gown, had anger on his pinched face.


  “Thorpe, what are you and Macklin doing? You had no right to open the temple without me!”


  Thorpe shrugged. “I found Macklin doing it. He says it was somnambulism, a dream.”


  Jan Roos’ hulking, obese figure stiffened, his moon face and round blue eyes showing how much he was startled.


  “A dream?” rumbled the fat Dutch artist. “I too was having one when I awoke a verdommt nightmare about that.”


  He gestured with his flabby hand across the little strip of beach toward the. moonlit, heaving expanse of the Gulf.


  Macklin looked at him swiftly. Had the Dutchman too dreamed of—Tiamat?


  Unreasoning, hot jealousy flared for an instant in Macklin’s mind, at the thought that his strange dream-tryst with that sleeping princess beneath the sea had been shared by Roos.


  Next moment, he was appalled by his own reaction. Was he cracking up mentally, to harbor such crazy ideas?


  He got a grip on himself. “I’m sorry about the temple, sir,” he told De Ferdey. “I guess I’ve been so eager about opening it, that when I started sleepwalking I went and did it.”


  The little scholar looked placated. “I suppose there’s no harm done, Macklin. But if some of our Arab workers sneaked inside before morning, they might loot it.”


  “I’ll stand guard,” Thorpe offered. De Ferdey nodded assent and turned away. “I suggest we go back to bed.”


  Jan Roos looked at Macklin a little furtively as they parted outside the tents. “Macklin, this dream of yours—” he began.


  Again, Macklin felt the prick of senseless jealousy, and it made his answer curt.


  “There’s no point in discussing nightmares. Good night, Jan.”


  In his tent, he did not go back to his cot. He lit his gasoline lantern and sat sprawled in a camp-chair, smoking mechanically as his mind churned.


  Never before had he experienced the unpleasant sensation of losing control even briefly of his own body’s action. And it had shaken him.


  He told himself that he had to reason it out or it would leave a scar of fear on his subconscious.


  “It’s easy enough to explain,” he assured himself. “The inscription on the temple, cursing anyone who might want to ‘awaken Tiamat,’ was what triggered off my mind.” Macklin had been steeped for a half-score of years in Babylonian archaeology, in the faith and thought of those men of ancient Sumer who had first of all men reared a civilization.


  And their great legend of how Marduk, the warrior magician-king, had conquered and bound evil Tiamat and her serpent-folk of the sea, was so familiar to him that it had sprung alive in his dreaming mind.


  “Yet there were some things in the dream that are not in the legend,” Macklin thought, puzzledly.


  He got out his reference books and leafed through the pages of transliteration from ancient cuneiform which told the epic story of that primal conflict.


  “Evil and beautiful was Tiamat, of the serpent people of the sea. Evil taught she from the waters to the sons of men, luring them by her bright beauty to deathly life beneath the sea. Spirit of heaven remember! Spirit of earth remember!”


  Like a stern voice out of dim ages spoke to Macklin this saga of an ancient and awful conflict.


  “By their own tricks of force did Marduk conquer the serpent folk, binding Tiamat and her horde in sleep, to waken not till the world dies. Spirit of heaven remember! Spirit of earth remember!”


  Macklin went through the pages twice, seeking reference to that part of his dream in which Tiamat had spoken of a great bell that had been used to summon her, and that now could awaken her.


  He found no such reference. But that, he reasoned, must have been a Active detail supplied by his own imagination. For all the rest of his dream obviously came from his own memory of the ancient legend.


  The assurance quieted his shaken nerves. Even so, he was reluctant to sleep again. But when he did sleep, no further dreams came.


  In the glare of morning sunlight, Hugh Macklin felt a little foolish as he recalled the night.


  “Just nerves,” he muttered as he shaved.


  “Too much of ancient Babylon. I need a dose of New York, night-clubs, subways.


  Thorpe, yawning and stretching, greeted them when they went to the temple on the sandy shore.


  Their white-robed Arab workmen, curious to see the result of their long digging, stood in the background as De Ferdey, twitching with eagerness, directed the removal of die rest of the blocks that filled the massive door.


  “The most ancient type of Sumerian masonry!” burbled the little scholar; “Careful not to crack those blocks! Now we’ll have a look inside!”


  De Ferdey could walk in upright, but the rest of them had to stoop in the low doorway.


  The angling beams of their heavy flashlights showed the interior of the temple as a single dark, oblong, windowless room. Directly in front of them rose a low stone pier four feet high.


  It was inscribed, but it was not the inscription but the thing that lay upon the pier that first caught their eyes.


  “Why, it’s a sistrum!” De Ferdey exclaimed, amazed. “But not like the Egyptian or any other known type.”


  The thing was a thick, foot-long bar of gold, with a handle midway by which it could be held. Projecting from the bar were seven little sistra on whose golden wires were strung tiny crystal spheres.


  Thorpe was excitedly translating the inscription graven deep in the pier.


  “The power of Marduk, the wisdom of Marduk, the scepter of Marduk, whose force can freeze and bind!”


  Macklin picked it up, shook it slightly. The little crystal spheres chimed together on their golden wires.


  Faint as was the note, it seemed for an instant to pierce his ears and brain. He felt himself reeling—


  “Put it down!” ordered De Ferdey. “That sound is excruciating in this confined space.”


  An exclamation from Jan Roos made them swing around. The obese Dutch artist was playing his flashlight beam upon the walls of the room.


  His fat face was suddenly strange. And as Hugh Macklin looked up, he felt an equal impact of emotion.


  Those mural paintings—they’re odd,” De Ferdey was saying puzzledly, behind Macklin.


  The ancient murals of Tiamat’s temple were more than odd, to Macklin. They were stunning.


  For they showed a city beneath the sea—a city of crystal towers and walls of coral, and floors of silver sand. Above the: city on a great ledge glittered a crystal palace, and about palace and city swam serpentine humans who were not quite human.


  “The same scene, exactly the same scene, that I saw in my dream last night!” gasped Macklin.


  De Ferdey looked startled, for a moment. But then he said, “You must have squirmed in and had a look, while you were sleepwalking.”


  But I too—” Roos began, and then fell silent.


  Macklin noticed now that in the pictured undersea city, beside the swimming serpentine sea-folk, there walked ordinary men—men in ancient Sumerian dress, men with blind-staring eyes and strange faces.


  He remembered that in his dream, Tiamat had said the sea-folk brought landmen somehow living to their city. And he remembered also a phrase of the ancient legend he had read during the night.


  Evil taught Tiamat to. the sons of men, luring them by her bright beauty to deathly life beneath the sea.”


  Look what I’ve found back here!” called Thorpe, his voice pitched high with excitement.


  At the back of the temple room, a well eight feet across yawned in the stone paving. It was a black mouth of water, obviously connecting by a passage with the sea that boomed on the nearby shore.


  On either side of the well rose a stone pillar, and the two pillars supported a massive stone cross-bar from which huge a bell.


  The bell was of shimmering crystal, flaring out six feet from the ring at its top to its curving lip. It was inscribed with characters that were not Sumerian nor any human language. And it hung with its lower third submerged in die black water.


  Macklin felt a deadly tightness close upon his heart. “The bell of Tiamat!” he whispered. “The bell by which long ago they summoned her, and that now Can awaken her!”


  He knew, now. He knew that his strange vision of the night could not have been mere dream built of memory.


  For in the ancient legends, in his memory of them, was no mention of such a bell. But the bell, the bell that Marduk could not destroy without reawakening Tiamat’s folk, was here!


  Then Hugh Macklin suddenly shouted. “Roos, don’t!”


  Beside the crystal bell, there hung from the stone cross-bar a massive crystal mace, a striker. Nobody but Jan Roos had noticed it.


  Roos had seen and grasped it, and was lifting it to strike the crystal bell. And a terror born in dream suddenly brought that cry of dread from Macklin’s lips.


  Roos paused, glaring at Macklin with eyes that at this moment were not the Dutch artist’s naive blue eyes at all.


  “And why not?” he asked thickly. “Why not sound the bell?”


  Macklin, seeing the glazed, strange look in the other’s eyes, knew beyond all doubt that. Roos knew.


  “You can’t!” he cried. “It means—” Thorpe was staring at them, puzzledly, but De Ferdey’s shrill voice intervened.


  “Macklin is right—do you want to take a chance of cracking this bell?” he sputtered at Roos. “It’s an invaluable relic!” Slowly, Roos let the mace fall. It swung like a heavy crystal pendulum by the heavy gold wire that held it to the cross-bar.


  “This place is unprecedented!” De Ferdey was babbling joyfully, now. “I’d like to see their faces in Philadelphia when we publish this!”


  The little scholar peremptorily motioned them out of the dark stone room.


  Don’t touch a thing until we can photograph everything in situ!”


  Macklin was the photographer of the expedition. He was glad of that, for the pressure of excited work that day kept him from thinking. And he dreaded to think.


  He wanted not even to consider the implications of a dream that anticipated reality—a dream of beauty and horror that had wrenched his heart with a great throb of mixed fear and desire when Roos had almost struck the bell.


  He had wanted that bell to sound. He had wanted it because something deep in his mind knew that its sounding would awaken that dream-visioned sleeping sea-princess whose beauty was still an ache in his heart.


  But even more deeply he had dreaded the sounding of the bell, for there was that in him which knew it was a tocsin for unutterable evil.


  “We’ve made the find of the century!” De Ferdey exulted at dinner that night. “There must be other incalculably ancient relics in this region. We’ll comb this whole coast!”


  He told them that he had sent up to Basra for boats and diving-equipment.


  “There has probably been subsidence here—we may find much more under the shallow waters along shore.”


  Hugh Macklin hardly listened. He was watching Roos across the table. The big Dutchman was unusually silent.


  But his moonlike face was colorless, strange. Time and again, Macklin saw the man’s eyes shift through the open door of the tent to the dark, tumbling sea.


  Macklin could no longer doubt that the Dutchman too had dreamed, that a strange call from the sea had come to him too, that—


  He clenched his fist beneath the table and silently told himself, “I am Hugh Macklin of Ardmore, Pennsylvania, and I am a scientist, and I blindly believe no thing that can’t be proved.”


  It didn’t work. It didn’t take the shadow of that incredible memory out of his brain.


  Lying on his back in his dark tent later, he felt that his defenses against the impossible were weakening. For now it seemed to him that in the breathlessness of the night there was something hushed and fearfully expectant, in the shout of the surf something joyously expectant.


  “I am Hugh Mackling—”


  Clang!


  Earth and sea and sky seemed suddenly vibrating to that distant, muted silvery sound.


  It was not loud to his ears. It was a ghost-sound, touching octaves of sonic vibration that his hearing could barely attain.


  Clang!


  Again, the ringing note, its swelling pulse making complex counterpoint with the first note’s echoes, moving fast and far—


  Macklin found himself on his feet, shaking. “Roos! He’s sounding the bell of Tiamat!”


  Fear flung Macklin out of his tent like a giant hand, and urged him in a stumbling run along the moonlit shore.


  It was not fear for himself. It was a quaking dread that that summoning bell might cause an impossible thing to happen—a-thing that would forever shatter for him the solid-seeming surface of the ordinary world.


  “It couldn’t happen!” he told himself prayerfully. “It couldn’t! But if it did—” The intolerable ringing sweetness of the bell had died away. But on his right, as he ran, the black sea boomed hoarsely jubilant on the beach.


  Tiamat’s temple came into sight, low, squat and gray in the moonlight, its open door staring out to sea like a blind eye.


  “Roos!” yelled Macklin, as he pitched forward.


  Then he had his answer. But not from Roos. It came from far out on the heaving black ocean, out where great billows leaning toward land flung white spray-lace at the moon.


  Over the sound of wind and wave there came from far seaward, a silver, singing cry. A high, sweet shout, throbbing with superhuman exultation.


  Hugh Macklin stopped dead seized by a cold breathlessness. He strained his eyes seaward.


  “Tiamat!” he choked.


  Like a hoarse, loud echo, from nearer in the sea came the sobbing howl of a great voice.


  “Tiamat!”


  It was Jan Roos’ voice that uttered that hoarse and eager cry. And now Macklin saw him.


  The hulking Dutchman was floundering out through the shallows, half-stumbling and. half-swimming, clumsily flailing his great arms.


  He was going out to answer that silver, singing call, and already only his massive head was above the billows.


  “Roos, wait! Wait!” yelled Macklin, breaking the spell and running out into the surf.


  Roos never turned. He floundered madly on, toward—


  Toward what? Was it a glistening, coiling white woman-shape that swam those distant wave-crests with lithesome ease? Was it that, or curling foam?


  Then Hugh Macklin glimpsed white arms flung up from the waves toward the moon, glimpsed an exultant face, heard again the joyous, pulsing cry. And again, Roos shouted as he plunged on.


  For a moment, Macklin glimpsed the two heads together—then saw white arms like supple serpents coil around Roos’ neck, and heard the Dutchman’s wild shout of joy as he sank beneath the billows.


  And then there was only the wind, and the surf on the shore, and Hugh Macklin crying out across an empty, moonlit sea.


  “Roos! Roos!”


  Yet not horror for Roos’ fate shook him most deeply, in this moment. The horror was there, but with it was blind jealousy.


  Another had awakened Tiamat, another had answered her call and gone down with her into the sleeping city beneath the sea! He, Hugh Macklin, should have been her chosen—


  Macklin knew later that he must have been very dose.to the brink of sanity at this moment, very close to hurling-himself seaward in answer to that blind, aching impulse.


  It was the voices that held him—first the excited shouts of Arab laborers running toward the shore, and then the alarmed exclamations of Thorpe and De Ferdey as they dragged him back out of the surf.


  “Macklin, what’s happened?”


  Hugh Macklin pointed seaward with a shaking hand. “Roos! He sounded the bell to awaken Tiamat, and she came and called him! And he went!”


  He heard Thorpe swear and tell De Ferdey, “He’s out of his head. Stay with him and quiet him down, while I find Roos.”


  Macklin sat on the sand with his head in his hands, hardly conscious of De Ferdey’s nervous voice or the low voices of the scared Arabs. Then Thorpe came back.


  “Roos isn’t here anywhere, sir! Macklin, exactly what happened?”


  Macklin told them. And he saw the growing incredulity on their faces as he told.


  “It’s true!” he finished desperately. Thorpe spoke swiftly to De Ferdey. “I don’t doubt that Roos did throw himself in, sir. He and Macklin have both been acting queerly. I’ll take Macklin back to his tent and give him some luminal.”


  The drug drew a thick, wooly blanket over Macklin’s mind, with merciful quickness.


  When he awoke, the late afternoon sun was slanting through the door of the tent. Thorpe sat in a camp-chair watching him, his square brown face thoughtful.


  “Feeling better?” he asked Macklin casually. “Here, have some coffee.”


  The hot coffee from the thermos was black and bitter. Thorpe waited until he had drunk it, and lighted a cigarette.


  “Now tell me all about last night, Macklin,” he said quietly.


  Hugh Macklin laughed mirthlessly. “I see. You’re trying to humor the madman.”


  “Bosh!” retorted Thorpe. “You’re not crazy. Roos may have been, a little. He was a high-strung, nervous type, for all his fat. But you’ve just had a little too much work, heat and flies.”


  Macklin shrugged. “It’s a good explanation. Only it isn’t so. Now listen.”


  He forced himself to talk carefully and coolly. Thorpe listened without attempt to interrupt, till he had finished.


  Then he spoke deliberately. “You really believe, then, that the sounding of that bell awakened a sleeping woman in the sea?


  Macklin hesitated. “Not a woman—not as we know, women. They’re a different kind of humanity, a species of man that split off long ago and went back to the sea. This is perhaps the last remnant of that offshoot human species.


  “And Tiamat was not just sleeping. It must have been a queer form of suspended animation, the vital nervous centers paralyzed by some application of force. It’s been done with animals in the labs.”


  “I see,” said Thorpe. “And you think that Marduk did that to Tiamat long ago? And that the bell’s vibration could break that paralysis and thus awaken her from suspended animation?”


  Macklin flushed. “I know it sounds fantastic. But what other explanation is there?”


  “The common-sense one,” Thorpe said forcefully. “You and Roos were both tired, nervous, excited by our finding of the temple. The temple of Tiamat suggested a weird dream to your tired mind—”


  “A dream in which I heard the bell, remember!” Macklin interrupted. “And at that time we didn’t know there was such a bell inside the temple.”


  “You were sleepwalking—you must have squirmed inside and seen, those mural paintings and the bell,” Thorpe insisted. “It’s the only logical explanation.”


  “But I saw Tiamat out there on the waves, calling to Roos!” exclaimed Macklin.


  “By your own account, you saw something vague and white,” Thorpe retorted. “Sea-foam in the moonlight—your overwrought imagination supplied the rest.”


  Hugh Macklin hesitated. The part of his mind that clung desperately to the common-sense, everyday world wanted to believe Thorpe.


  But he couldn’t believe. He knew that Tiamat lived, and had awakened. And, most frightening of all, that belief brought him a strange, singing joy.


  Thorpe pressed his argument. “Look, Macklin—I want you to get this feverish fancy out of your mind. There’s one sure way to do it. That’s to sound the bell tonight and let you see for yourself that nothing really happens.”


  Instantly, again, Hugh Macklin felt that powerful throb of mixed fear and desire.


  If the bell were sounded, would Tiamat come again?


  Or was it as Thorpe said, mere delusion born of an overtired mind? He had to know, one way or another. He had to know.


  “All right,” he said, keeping his voice carefully even. “We’ll do it.”


  When he and Thorpe went out of the tent into the gathering twilight a little later, they met De Ferdey. The little scholar was too upset to give Macklin much attention.


  “The Arabs are threatening to leave!” he shrilled. “What happened last night aroused their superstitions. You know—the usual talk about the ruins of the ancients being accursed. And right when we may be on the verge of further discoveries!”


  He pointed toward the flat boats and heaps of equipment that now lay drawn up on the beach nearby.


  “The boats and the diving suits came this afternoon—we could maybe find a whole city in this shallow water. But if they leave—”


  “I’ll talk to them, later,” soothed Thorpe. “A little higher wages should fix it. Right now, we’re going to the temple.”


  De Ferdey stared, seeming to notice Macklin for the first time. “To the temple? For what? Macklin, have you got over your delirium?”


  “Of course he has,” Thorpe said hastily. “Come along, Macklin.”


  In the deepening darkness, the little oblong temple brooded still as though watching with its blind eye the eager, reaching hands of wave-foam that grabbled up the beach toward it.


  The moon was rising but it was very dark inside—so dark that Macklin could at first discern only the glimmer of the sistrum on the stone pier, and the vague, shimmering outline of the great crystal bell back in the deeper shadow.


  His uncanny feeling of mingled hope and dread was getting stronger by the minute. He had a wild impulse to turn and flee, but knew that to do so would be to prove to Thorpe that his wits were, tottering.


  Thorpe turned, at the bell, and his voice was embarrassed. “Macklin, don’t take offense. But you haven’t been normal. And I don’t want to take a chance of anything happening to you when I sound this bell.” Hugh Macklin was puzzled for a moment. “What do you mean?”


  The other took a pair of leather straps from his pocket. “I want to secure you before I sound this bell. Sounds can have queer effect s. I don’t want you throwing yourself into the sea, too.”


  It took Macklin aback. He knew now that despite Thorpe’s calm manner, the other thought him at least partly insane.


  But he forced himself to nod assent. “All right. I quite understand.”


  Thorpe tied him around the shoulders with the straps, to one of the two stone pillars that supported the bell.


  Then the other grasped and raised the heavy mace. “A sound is just a vibration of the air. Keep remembering that, Macklin.”


  Thorpe struck the bell.


  It wasn’t as Macklin had expected. It wasn’t a faint, ringing pulse of sound such as he had heard the night before.


  He had been at a distance, then. But now he was right beside the crystal bell, inside the confined space of the little temple. The sound was different.


  It was not like a sound at all. It was like an explosion of immaterial force that threatened to rive heaven and earth. A god might signal the end of a universe by such a mighty note.


  Macklin, half-stunned, saw the water in the black well quivering wildly around the submerged bottom of the bell. The sound was going out through the water to the sea, out even faster and farther than it could go through air.


  Thunderously drowning the ringing echoes came Thorpe’s second stroke upon the bell. Another stroke followed, and another, until the dark little temple seemed crowded with raging, silvery sound.


  Thorpe let the mace fall, and stood panting. “That was loud enough, wasn’t it? And you see, nothing has happened.”


  Nothing? The last ringing reverberations were dying away, and Macklin’s ears could now again detect the sound of the sea-wind and the boom of the dark surf out there beyond the open door.


  Nothing? Why was it that the murmur of the wind suddenly strengthened, grew louder and keener, grew to a high, sweet singing cry outracing the leaping billows toward the land?


  Macklin uttered a cry. “Thorpe, she is coming! Tiamat! I can hear her—” Thorpe’s voice broke in, taut with anxiety. “Macklin, get a grip on yourself! You have to conquer this thing in your mind right now!”


  He pointed at the moonlit ocean out there beyond the open door and the beach, “Can’t you see that there’s nothing there, that—”


  Thorpe broke off. His shadowy figure became rigid as he stared.


  For there was something out there on the moonlit sea. A slim shape, swimming with seal-smoothness toward the shore.


  A serpentine white arm broke from the water, and dark hair swept back like wind-driven seaweed as a delicate, triangular face tilted moonward to utter that singing silver cry.


  “Tiamat!” Macklin. yelled again. “Thorpe, I told you—”


  But Thorpe didn’t hear him. Thorpe was striding out of the temple, toward the beach and the breaking waves.


  “It’s a woman, only a woman!” Thorpe’s thick voice came back. “I’ll prove it!” Macklin knew that the man’s matter-of-fact world was shattering beneath his feet, and that it was the supreme need for reassurance that drove him.


  He saw Thorpe walk out until the breaking waves clasped his waist, staring fixedly ahead toward that white woman-shape that was swimming swiftly, swiftly, in toward him.


  Macklin suddenly strained against the straps that bound him to the pillar, and yelled an incoherent warning.


  He knew that Thorpe could not hear him. But Thorpe’s own sudden dread spun the man around to start toward shore.


  Swiftly, smoothly, flashed the lithesome swimming shape of Tiamat after him. In the moonlight, Thorpe’s pallid face became suddenly ghastly as white arms coiled round his neck from behind.


  Macklin heard a cry of horror that mingled weirdly with a joyous silver shout. And then two heads went down.


  He guessed afterword that for a time he hung half-conscious in his straps. For his next clear sensation was of hands nervously unbinding him, and De Ferdey’s shrill voice.


  “I saw!” De Ferdey was shrilling, over and over. “I saw that—something—come in and drag Thorpe down!”


  The little scholar was shaking, his hands quivering violently as he tried to unbuckle die straps.


  “And the Arabs saw too! They’ve gone, fled! Macklin, what are we to do?”


  A queer, cold calm had come upon Hugh Macklin’s soul. He answered evenly.


  “I am going out there, after them. After Tiamat. She will have no more victims.”


  De Ferdey recoiled from him a little. “Are you mad? Go out into the sea—drown yourself?”


  “There are the diving-suits,” Macklin answered. “They’re tank-suits, self-contained, strong enough for any reasonable depth. I’m going in one of them.”


  His voice suddenly shouted. “What else can I do? We’ve wakened something ancient and evil, by our blundering disregard of Marduk’s warning! As though our modern science was the only science that ever had existed!”


  The little scholar wrung his hands! “It’s mad, what you say! And yet—I saw!” Macklin disregarded him in the next feverish hours. He assembled one of the diving-suits. It was a simple affair with duralumin oxygen-tank between the shoulders, devised for amateur divers in shallow waters.


  He fastened the lead-weights to his belt, and then as the sun rose, clumped back on the lead-soled shoes toward the temple.


  De Ferdey followed him fearfully. The little scholar watched wide-eyes as Macklin lifted the sistrum of Marduk from its inscribed pier and thrust it into his belt.


  “Macklin, you’re crazy!” he cried. “If you think that there is any power in that ancient magical instrument—”


  Macklin’s somber eyes traced the inscription on the stone. ”The power of Marduk, the wisdom of Marduk, the sceptre of Marduk, whose force can freeze and bind.”


  Macklin said, “There was power in the bell.”


  He turned and went slowly toward the sea. The slow, swinging, ponderous tread of the heavy boots, the unhuman outlines of suit and helmet, gave him the look of some antediluvian god-thing striding toward judgment. With every movement the sistrum gave out a faint chime of sound, softer than a child’s breathing, and yet Macklin thought that the waves shied from it like frightened horses in their landward rush.


  He walked out into the surf, but this time there was no voice of singing crystal calling to him. The water closed over his head. He was afraid of the water. He was conscious of the cold, the crushing, numbing weight of it. This time he did not glide with the smooth bodiless ease of a dream. He walked, and his steps were slow and painful, and there was no joy in them.


  Instinct, or the memory of his dream, led him toward the city, and it seemed to him that ages went by in the dark green depths of the sea, and his heart was heavier than the lead weights that held him down.


  Pale phosphorescence, pale spreading light like the silver radiance of stars. The great cliffs rising sheer behind the veils of water, and the long clean stretch of sand. The crystal towers, carved from the crests of breaking waves. And above, on the black ledge of rock, the palace of Tiamat like a fallen star caught on the breast of a storm-cloud. And Hugh Macklin cried out in his heart, a broken, desperate shout of negation.


  He had known that he would see it, as he had seen it all before. And yet it was a shock—to be awake, terribly awake, and see the country of a dream.


  He knew that even after all that had happened he had still not quite believed. A man, if he were sane at all, could not quite believe. A man, if he were sane at all, could not help hoping that it had only been insubstantial dream.


  He went on, across the sand and the crumbling shells, with the slow leaden tread of doom. The doom of all mankind, which had abdicated an ancient, alien glory for the sake of a human soul.


  The sleepers no longer slept.


  He saw them in the open spaces, bright, beautiful shapes that sported with their cousins of the sea. Great gleaming fish went arrowing between the crystal towers, and the people of Tiamat played with them, more fleet, more graceful, than the perfect children of the sea. The game they played together was more than a frolic. It was a living hymn of joy because the long sleep was over, because the shackled bodies were free again. And the sea was glad, and her children welcomed back their gods.


  Hugh Macklin walked between the coral walls of the city, and one by one the people of Tiamat stopped and watched him and drew back before him, and the fish ceased from their flashing play and watched him too, drifting motionless beside the white shoulders of their lords. It seemed to Macklin that the very motion of the sea had stopped, as though the water itself had life and were watching him.


  His hand was on the shaft of the sistrum, and he could feel its chiming vibrant whisper as he moved.


  Sceptre of Marduk, whose force can freeze and bind.


  The people of Tiamat were afraid.


  Macklin looked upward to the palace, and waited.


  She came, as he had known she would. She came like a drift of pearly foam, bright as the morning sun, and her beauty was like a stabbing pain in Macklin’s heart. Tears came hot and blinding to his eyes, and he shook them away because he must look at her, must see her clearly and for, all time, because there would not again be light and loveliness in all the world for him.


  Dark hair floating around the delicate face, the flesh like soft pearl, tender and radiant. The strong sweet shoulders and lifting breasts, the long line of the flanks and slender hips, the limbs that were all sinuous grace.


  He tried to see where and how she differed from the human, and realized that the difference lay. in inner structure. There was no stiffness, no awkward articulation of joints, no heaviness. Her bones were light and supple, and all the lines of her body and the motion of it were curving and perfect as the waves, without angularity or limitation. She was the original, the perfect creature, unmarred by the restricting shackles of evolution on the unfriendly land. She was the mold, and humanity was only the broken echo.


  He wanted to fall down on his knees and worship her. More than that, he wanted to tear off the hampering suit that weighed his body and gather her loveliness into his arms and kiss her little curving mouth that had in it the laughter and the mocking joy of all the waters that ever danced in the morning of the world under a warm young sun.


  He looked into her eyes.


  He was sorry that he had. He was sorry that he had not been satisfied to remember her as he had seen her first, with her lids closed in sleep.


  Dark mystic depths, and lighter shades like shallows over sand, and little errant glints of light like the touch of moonbeams. Knowledge long forgotten and visions half remembered were in her eyes.


  They were eyes that had watched the banners of all the nations of man brighten and fade and go down into dust, and yet were not sad, but like the eyes of a child that watches an endless and fascinating play. Youth was in them, and joy, and above all they were the eyes of a woman and they smiled.


  Hugh Macklin forgot the cold and crushing weight of the sea. He forgot the sceptre of Marduk, and the. reason for his coming. Very softly he spoke her name—“Tiamat! Tiamat!”—and the sound of it inside his helmet was like the whisper of distant surf laughing at the shackled land.


  The remembered voice of his dream spoke within his mind, like silver speech transformed to thought.


  “Why have you come, Hugh Macklin?”


  For a long time, he could not answer. The still sea waited, and the people of the city waited, and the great fish lay motionless and watching; The sistrum, too, was silent, unshaken by any motion of the water.


  And Hugh Macklin could not answer Tiamat because her eyes were on him, and he knew that she had known the answer to that question before he had left the temple, and she was laughing at him.


  She was not afraid. Her people might fear, but not Tiamat. He knew that even Marduk had not been able to teach her fear.


  Finally he answered hoarsely, speaking the thought that he knew her mind could hear.


  “You know why I’ve come.”


  She had floated closer to him, imperceptibly. Her flesh glowed with the warm soft lustre of pearl. Macklin’s hands reached out, unconsciously, blindly, and she laughed, a little silver ripple in his mind.


  “I know,” she said. “But do you?” He had to tell her. He had to look into her eyes and tell her. The words hurt him, each one separately as he dragged them out.


  “You’re evil, Tiamat. You killed my friends. You—”


  He stopped. It was hard to speak. Her body was long and wonderfully slender and her shoulders were like white coral under her dark floating hair. He tried again.


  I came to—


  He could not say it. It was blasphemy. It was worse even than if he said, “I have come to kill you.” To chain that breathing vibrant loveliness in a living death—Tiamat smiled and whispered, “You came because you love-me.”


  And Hugh Macklin knew that she was right.


  She stretched her white arms upward, lazily, and said, “I have taken lovers before from the world of men.”


  She drifted closer on the breath of the sea, and her eyes were merry and full of light.


  “Would you like that, Hugh Macklin? To love me, to stay with me always?”


  “Yes,” he said. “Yes.”


  He was racked with longing, just to be near her, to watch her move among the crystal towers and listen to the singing music of her voice. Through her, a man might glimpse the wonder of eternal life, of youth and never-ending beauty.


  “Take off your helmet, Hugh Macklin.


  That ugly thing that hides the beauty of the sea. Let the water touch you. Let me touch you, let me kiss your lips and set you free of the land forever.”


  Her hands, reaching out to him. Her mouth, tender and passionate and laugh—”


  “Take off your helmet, Hugh Macklin.” • He wanted to, he hungered to, but one last memory of fear held him. The remembered picture of the temple walls, covered with paintings of other men who had answered the call of Tiamat.


  “What of them?” he asked harshly, above the pounding of his heart. “Were they happy here, the dead who could not really die?”


  “Why do you call them that? They had eternal life, until Marduk destroyed them because he was mortal and must die himself. Look around you. Could you be unhappy here?”


  No, thought Macklin, not unless one could be unhappy in fairyland.


  Tiamat said, “Gould you be unhappy here—with me?”


  Macklin slowly raised his hands, and began to fumble with die heavy bolts of the helmet.


  It was then that Roos and Thorpe came, thrusting their clumsy way between the people of the sea. They had lost their goddess, and they had hunted for her, and now they had found her.


  They scrambled toward her across the sand, floundering, their human bodies pitifully unsuited to the task. The huge Dutchman, the lean, hard-bitten Thorpe, men Macklin had known and worked with—-but they were men no longer.


  They were nothing, not beast nor fish nor anything that lives normally under the sun. They were not even alive. They did not breathe for they had no need of breath, now that their life was only a pseudo-life fanned within them by the magic of an ancient, evil science.


  Their faces were the empty patient faces. of the dead, and their eyes were without sight or soul or hope.


  Until they saw Tiamat.


  Then it was as though torches had been lighted in a dark cave. They scrambled toward her, dog-like, and fell at her feet and worshiped.


  Hugh Macklin said heavily, “Are they, too, your lovers?”


  Tiamat’s eyes had narrowed as she sensed ~x the sick, cold horror that struck him like a blow. But she only smiled.


  “One is ugly, the other old. You are young, Hugh Macklin, and you are not ugly. Her face was lovely, tempting, eager, with lips that would be for him alone.


  “Take off your helmet. Stay with me—and love me.”


  Roos reached out one water-wrinkled, flabby hand and touched her little foot, and ground his forehead in the sand.


  Macklin took his hands away from his helmet and gripped the sistrum, and the golden haft of it seemed to burn his hand.


  He saw dreadful anger flash into Tiamat’s face.


  He saw the waiting ranks of her people break into chaos, into movement, into attack.


  He felt the fear that was greater than the fear of death run like a wave through the sea, and all the universe was full of rushing silver bodies like a rain of stars.


  He felt himself go down under the attack, but still he gripped the sistrum and shook it, and the shock of his fall shook it harder.


  More with his soul than with his hearing, Macklin heard the first piercing chiming of the sistrum swell into a terrible, rending sword of sonic vibration. Sound could daze, sound could stun the nerve-centers. And this awful, poignant sound could stun them into—paralysis.


  It seemed to him that all the torrent of living things rushing upon him was instantly shocked and frozen by that dread, piercing note that struck and stunned their more delicate brains. It seemed to him that all the waters and life of earth were stilled.


  The awful voice of Marduk’s sistrum commanded, and the world obeyed, and Hugh Macklin knelt on the floor of the sea, blinded with tears, as he shook the sceptre made of gold and crystal and living death.


  After a time he dropped the sistrum, and he also lay still.


  Hugh Macklin rose, like an old and broken man, from the floor of the sea. He lifted the sceptre of Marduk from the sand and thrust it into his belt again, and then he raised his eyes and looked at the thing he had done.


  The crystal towers stood as they had before, but their domes were cracked and riven by the vibration-voice of the sistrum. The fish had fled before it. And on the sand between the broken towers, the people of Tiamat slept.


  In all the city, only two things moved. Roos and Thorpe, whose human mechanism, like Macklin’s, was too dull to be paralyzed by the subtle vibration. They crouched like two weeping children on the sand, and watched Tiamat.


  Hugh Macklin raised her lovely body in his arms. Her eyes were closed now. No more memories, no more light, no more laughter. All the wonderful swiftness and grace of her body stilled, all the life and the joy. Macklin had ceased to weep. What he felt in his heart was too deep for tears.


  He started off, toward the cliff where the shining palace waited. Thorpe and the Dutchman followed. They moaned for Tiamat, and they could not understand.


  Hugh Macklin climbed a precarious path up the black cliff to the ledge, bearing the sleeping Tiamat in his arms. He entered the palace.


  Upward through the silent gleaming halls, slowly, heavily, sadly. Upward past vaulted chambers where the great golden doors stood open, swinging with the stately breathing of the sea. Upward to the highest tower, and the stillness was deeper than death.


  When he entered Tiamat’s chamber, he saw that already the fish were coming back, slipping-like shadows into the room.


  He laid Tiamat on her couch, gently, tenderly, straightening her limbs so that she might be comfortable, stroking the dark hair back from her face. Roos and Thorpe crept to the foot of the couch and knelt there, and Macklin knew that they would stay, beyond the end of the world if need be, waiting for Tiamat to awake.


  He leaned over her, wishing that he might kiss her lips, and the slow tears fell and blurred the glass window of his helmet.


  Just at the last she spoke to him, very faintly because her mind was still stunned. She spoke his name, and the singing, crystal sweetness of her voice was far off and infinitely sad.


  “You will come back, Hugh Macklin.” Macklin closed his eyes. He said, “I love you, Tiamat. But I will not come back.” He turned and went out of the room. At the door he paused and looked back, once, and saw that again that great coiling creature of the deep had looped itself around the still shape of beauty, and that its head was once more pillowed on her shoulder.


  Roos and Thorpe crouched unmoving at Tiamat’s feet, and he knew that they would never move from there.


  He went away from the palace, down through the crystal city, and still the chiming echo of her voice followed him.


  You will come back. You will corns back.


  He was full of a terrible weakness. The ocean floor was dark, and empty, and very cold.


  He knew that the land, when he reached it, would be no better. He knew that he could not bear to live where he could not hear the sea, and yet also that the sound of every breaking wave would break his heart again.


  You will come back, Hugh Macklin.


  “Perhaps, Tiamat,” he whispered. “Perhaps some day I will.”


  THE KNOWLEDGE MACHINE


  Thrilling Wonder Stories, June 1948


  I WISH NOW I’d never heard of ElectroEducation! Sure, it made me a multimillionaire. But what else did it do to me? What did it do to everybody?


  The trouble with me was that I was too ambitious. I had a nice wife and we were planning on a family. I wasn’t satisfied with Just being Pete Purdy, the best electric repair-man in New York. I wanted something bigger and better for my family. Boy, did I get it!


  It began when I was called over to Gotham University to repair a motor-generator that had gone sour. It was in the laboratory of Doctor Lewis Kindler, the big psycho-physiologist research man there. Of course, I didn’t know then who he was. To me, he was just a thin, haggard old guy who looked like a nervous wreck as he told me about the generator.


  “It must be repaired immediately—at once!” he shrilled. “We’re just completing an epochal research. Epochal, you hear?”


  I shrugged. “I’ll do the best I can. But this model’s complicated. It’ll take a week to rip her down and rewind the coils.”


  “A week?” he. screeched. “Impossible!”


  “We can’t wait that long!”


  His colleague, a stocky, bullet-headed young scientist named James Carter, tried to soothe the old boy down.


  “Doctor Kindler, you really must rest! You have been working too hard for months on these experiments. You know now it’s a success. Why not try to relax?”


  “Relax?” screamed the old scientist. And then, all of a sudden, he went clean off his head.


  He just collapsed, raving about rays and neurones and a lot of other stuff. Young Carter called doctors and officials of the university quick. They took him away, yelling at the top of his voice.


  Next morning as I was working in the laboratory on the generator, Carter came in looking pretty blue.


  “Doctor Kindler has had a complete mental breakdown from overwork,” he told me. “He’s been removed to a sanitarium, and may remain there in a schizophrenic state for years.”


  “Schizophrenic? That’s tough.” I wondered what it meant. “I guess the old man was a pretty big shot in science, huh?”


  “We had just completed the greatest discovery in the history of psychology,” Carter said. “He was tops in the field.”


  I kept on working at the generator, while young James Carter walked up and down the laboratory looking pretty moody.


  He kept staring at a big machine in the corner. It was nothing I could recognize, for I’m a good electrician but these crazy scientific hookups are way over my head. To me, it looked something like a permanent wave machine with a metal cap like the dames put over their heads.


  Carter spoke as though he was talking to himself, gritting his teeth as he looked at that big machine.


  “A discovery that means millions, billions! If I only had enough money to develop and exploit it!”


  I PRICKED up my ears at that. Scientific discoveries don’t interest me so much, but millions interest anybody.


  “What is the thing?” I asked. “Some new kind of rig for atomic power?”


  “No, no, it’s nothing like that,” Carter muttered. “It deals with the mind. I could revolutionize the world with this thing if I had money enough to develop improved apparatus.”


  “Won’t the university put up the dough for the stuff you need?” I asked him.


  He laughed kind of sour. “Of course they would. But they would also then appropriate all title to it. Whereas if I could develop it myself, it would make me the richest man in history.”


  That interested me a lot. Here was I, Pete Purdy, with ambitions for Helen and the family we planned to have, and maybe I’d stumbled on a chance to get in on the ground floor of something big.


  I got up and went over to Carter and looked at the machine with him.


  “How much dough would you need for new apparatus?” I asked. “And what is the discovery, anyway?”


  Carter looked at me, his eyes narrowing a little as though he saw me for the first time.


  “You mean that you might be interested in investing in it, Birdy?”


  “Purdy,” I said, and I hedged a little then.


  “I don’t know. I’ve saved some money and also my wife’s Uncle Dimblewitt left her a legacy last year. We’ve got thirty thousand and I was figuring to open up my own electric repair-shop when I got a little more.” Carter bit his lip. “Thirty thousand,” he muttered. “It might be done with that. It just might.”


  “Hold on, don’t spend my dough so fast!”


  I told him. “First, what is the gadget?”


  He got all eager and excited as he explained. “It’s a new method of education.”


  “Oh!” I said, and I guess my voice was plenty flat. “Well, that’s fine. But I don’t think there’d be much profit in that.”


  “You don’t know what you’re talking about!” Carter blazed. “This method of education is new! It’s something entirely undreamed of until now.”


  He asked me:


  “When you learn something, when you learn that the Earth is round, for instance, how does your brain do it?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “How does it?”


  “The nerve-cells of your brain, the neurones, already contain the ideas of Earth and round,” he explained. “Constant repetition of ‘Earth is round’ establishes a connection-between the two neurone-groups, by gradually lowering the resistance at the synapses of neurone-contacts. Thus, when in future you think of Earth, the thought-impulse flashes along that low-resistance path to the specific neurones containing round.”


  Being an electrician, I could dimly understand that.


  “So that’s how it’s done?” I said. “And that’s why you have to study things so long to learn them?”


  Carter nodded quickly. “Long study and repetition establishes the neural paths necessary for remembering. But suppose, by applying a tiny electronic impulse from outside, you could artificially establish a low-resistance path between those two neurone-groups?”


  I got that, too. “Then I’d know that ‘Earth is round’ without having to bother learning it?”


  “That’s the idea!” Carter said. “And that’s what Doctor Kindler has been working on for years. I worked with him, of course,” he added hastily. “The discovery is as much mine as his.”


  “You see,” he went on, “we invented a scanner that can change the labyrinthine neural-connections of the brain by tiny electronic impulses, just as you can rewire that generator’s coils. With it, we can set up any desired neural paths in an instant by applying just the right electronic impulses at the right points in the network.


  “Any ordinary set of facts requires thousands of new neural paths in the brain. To learn a subject like Sanskrit, for instance, requires tens of thousands. The scanner can put these new neural connections in your brain in a flash, by projecting a pre-determined pattern of electronic impulses.”


  “Can it be done?” I asked him.


  “We proved it could be done!” Carter told me. “Doctor Kindler knew French, and I didn’t. The scanner first scanned his neural patterns, isolated those having to do with word-meanings, and recorded them on a moving tape. Then we ran the tape back, reversing the scanner so it would repeat that pattern of electronic impulses on my own brain. It took ten minutes. At the end of that time, I knew French perfectly!”


  THAT was a little hard to swallow.


  “You mean, you didn’t have to study it or anything?” I said “You just knew it, all of a sudden?”


  “Exactly,” said Carter. “I see you look incredulous. I can soon prove the thing by running the same tape through on you.”


  He grabbed the big metal cap that was connected to the machine by a lot of cables, and jammed it down on my head.


  I began to protest. I didn’t like the idea of anybody fooling around with my mind. But Carter switched on the machine before I could stop him.


  There was a humming, and a tape started unwinding inside the machine. I didn’t feel anything except a queer tingling in my head. In a few minutes the humming stopped, and the tingling stopped too.


  Carter took the metal cap off me and looked at me.


  “Well, I don’t feel any different,” I told him.


  “Vous savez le francais maintenant?” he shot at me.


  “Out, parfaitement,” I shot right back at him. “Mais—”


  I broke off, and goggled. “Holy cats, it worked! I do know French, just like that!” I did, too. I could speak it as easy as English. And I’d never known a word of it in my life before. The thing floored me.


  “Now do you believe?” Carter asked. “And how!” I managed to say. “But I still don’t see how there’s millions to be made from it.”


  “Think, man!” he said. “It takes a student four years and several thousand dollars to get a university education. Suppose he can go in and get it off tapes for a few hundred dollars?”


  The possibilities of it hit me, just like that. “Say, there’d be millions of students for prospects, every year!”


  “And college students are only a small part of the market,” Carter pointed out. “Everybody would like to know more than they do. Everybody would like to know higher mathematics or Latin or architecture or a hundred other subjects. They don’t learn them because it takes too much time and work to study them. But if they can just buy them?”


  “Why, there’s no limit to the market!” I said. “How many different subjects could you pour into a guy’s brain with the thing?” Carter explained that there was a limit to that. “The potential neural paths in each brain are limited in number. We found that the average person has a neural index that will allow him to absorb the equivalent of a Ph.D. education from the tapes, but not much more.”


  He added quickly:


  “But there’d be a chance for repeat business even so. The scanner can erase this new-found knowledge from the brain, by using a neutralizing electronic impulse. Then the student can learn entirely new subjects.” Right then and there, I saw my big opportunity and I grabbed it.


  “You can count me in!” I told him. “But mind, if I put up the dough for the apparatus, I get one-third interest.”


  “One-third?” said Carter, kind of puzzled. “Sure, one-third for me, a third for you, and a third for Doc Kindler,” I reminded him.


  “Oh, certainly,” Carter said hastily. “I’ll put Doctor Kindler’s share in trust for him. But you understand we’d better not use his name at all in developing this. It would prejudice people if they learned that the co-inventor of the method is now a mental wreck.”


  Next day, without telling Helen, I drew out our thirty thousand and Carter and I signed the partnership papers.


  He’d kept Doc Kindler’s name out, as he said. And he’d decided to call our firm the “Electro-Education Company.”


  Carter rented a small building up in the Bronx, and there we put up the apparatus that he assembled from the stuff I bought.


  “How about those learning-tapes. Carter?”


  I asked him at the end of the week. “We’ve” got to be able to sell people more than just French.”


  He grinned §t me. “I’ve got a-lot of tapes on every subject, all ready. You see, some of the best scientists and scholars in the world are on Gotham University’s faculty. Under pretext of X-raying their brains, I used the scanner, to make tapes of everything they know.”


  That kind of shocked me. “It sounds like stealing their knowledge, without them suspecting it. I don’t want anything like that.”


  “Stealing?” Carter answered quickly. “Why, of course not! We’ll pay them a fat royalty every time we use the tapes, of course.”


  We tried the tapes out on each other. They worked fine. I went home that night, bursting with a dozen professors’ knowledge.


  HELEN had her brother Harry and his wife for dinner that night. Harry has always snooted me, on account I’m an electrician while he went to college and works in an office.


  Tonight, I was loaded for bear when he started making one of his highbrow cracks to show off. It was a crack about astronomy.


  “Harry, you’re a million miles off base,” I told him. “The Riemannian conception of space you’re talking about is a dead pigeon. It’s been proved mathematically—” and here I went into the equations.


  Helen and Harry and his wife all looked at me bug-eyed. I kind of enjoyed it, and I carried on from there.


  I delved into, ancient history, gave some chatty remarks on modern biophysical theory, and then compared a Sanskrit drama with an old Greek tragedy by quoting yards of each in the original.


  “Where in the name “of all that’s holy did you pick up all that, Pete?” gasped Harry.


  I just laughed lightly. “Oh, I’m not one to brag about my learning. I kind of like to keep my lamp hid underneath a bushel.”


  “I notice that your grammar is still hidden under a bushel,” Helen, like a wife does, put in.”


  That dashed me a little. I’d forgotten that my grammar still wasn’t so hot. We hadn’t had any tape on elementary English Grammar.


  That night after the others went, I told Helen the whole story and how our money was now invested in the Electro-Education Company..


  She hit the sky. I had been trapped by a swindler, I was an idiot, and we were going to die in the poorhouse. Next morning she went with me to give Carter what-for and demand our money back.


  Carter handled her beautifully. He inveigled her to put on the learning-cap, and then shot French, Music, Art and a lot of other stuff into her. From then on, Helen was enthusiastic.


  So next week, we hung out a sign and advertised in the newspapers! Carter had written the ad, and it was a good one.


  “Do you want to know more?” it asked. “Do you yearn to learn? But are you repelled by the dreary prospect of months and years of study?


  “Electro-Education is the answer! Study classrooms, schools, are now obsolete. We guarantee to bestow on you in a few hours enough higher education to pass any university’s graduation examinations.”


  Next morning we found a half-dozen prospects waiting to get into our Electro-Education shop. Only it turned out they were all reporters who had come to write funny pieces about our project.


  Carter was smart. He didn’t get mad, he just kidded them along and got one of them to try a sample course. Then he shot a full course of Higher Accounting into that chap.


  It seems that that reporter was a guy who never had been able to add two and two, he had such a blind spot for arithmetic. When he got up and realized how much he knew, he let out a yell.


  The other newshawks accused him of faking, at first. But the argument induced some of the others to try it. Carter gave them Chinese, Nuclear Physics, anything they asked.


  That night Electro-Education hit the front pages of the newspapers with a bang! Some of the articles still claimed it was a fake, but a lot of the writers swore it worked. The result was that we had a crowd around our EE shop next day.


  Most of them were just curious, but there were a few with money enough and curiosity enough to try a few tapes. When they went out and told the crowd about it, others started coming in.


  Being near Gotham University, in two days we were handling a crowd of students so big they lined up for blocks. They came in with their money” clutched in their hot little hands, and they went out crammed with every bit of knowledge their own professors had.


  Then after three days, the Better Business Bureau, the District Attorney’s office, and the police all came down on us.


  “This thing is a barefaced swindle of some kind and I shall see that these two men get prison for it,” the D.A. announced.


  Carter had been expecting just that, and had a lawyer all ready when the preliminary hearing was held.


  He brought in our witnesses—joyful college students who had quit going to classes altogether because they were dead sure of passing anyway.


  Then Carter sprung his clincher.


  “Your Honor,” he said to the judge, “the courtroom janitor has agreed for a consideration on him Is the court agreeable?”


  THE court was agreeable. So right there in the courtroom, Carter set up our EE apparatus and used it on the janitor.


  This janitor was a big fatheaded old guy they called “Puddinghead,” on account everyone around court knew how dumb he was.


  Well, Carter shot all our law courses into him. He gave him not only Civil Law, Criminal Law, Corporation Law and Theory of Jurisprudence, he also gave him graduate courses in such fancy stuff as the Justinian Code and Medieval Ecclesiastical Law.


  When it was over, and it took little more than an hour, old Puddinghead got up and talked. He not only proved that he knew everything now about the law—he proved that the judge himself was woefully ignorant about a lot of it.


  “Electro-Education is obviously all it claims to be,” said the judge quickly, to stop this painful expose. “Case dismissed.”


  The courtroom exploded with excitement. Reporters crowded wildly around Carter. I found the judge himself plucking my arm.


  “Mr. Purdy, in confidence, could you give me those courses too?” the judge asked timidly.


  Overnight, Electro-Education became the sensation of the country. It was like a bomb going off.


  I’ll admit that it sort of floored me. I’m a modest kind of a guy. I’d figured on profits, on maybe even a chain of education-shops some day, but I hadn’t figured on what EE rapidly became.


  It didn’t grow—it exploded. Within a month, Carter had branches started or under way in every big city in the country. He’d bought up a factory to turn out the EE apparatus. We trained our own operators. It was simple, since we just ran an EE tape to teach them.


  Our advertising plastered the newspapers, the billboards, the radio. We made the whole country EE conscious, overnight. One of our best ads was:


  WHY GO TO COLLEGE FOR KNOWLEDGE?


  Would You Drive a Horse and Buggy To Work?


  GET SMART THE MODERN WAY!


  And there was a big billboard picture that showed a guy sitting with one of our EE caps on his head. It advised:


  DON’T BE DUMB, CHUM!


  Put On Your Learning-Cap Today!


  For the classier trade, the advertising men had worked out displays that showed a dumb cluck cringing in the middle of a lot of brilliant-looking conversationalists.


  “Do you envy your friends when they discuss learned, subjects?” the ad asked. “Why be inferior? EE will make a new man of you mentally.”


  They poured into our EE shops. They came in such droves that the police had to establish lines at every shop.


  Carter and I had big offices down in the Monarch State Building, by now. My work wasn’t hard—I arrived at eleven each morning, smoked a cigar, and then went to lunch for a few hours. The afternoon was not quite so tough.


  But Carter really worked. I never saw a guy with so much ambition. It kind of scared me, the way he kept EE mushrooming out bigger and bigger each day.


  The universities and colleges had gone nuts. They tried first. to suppress us but they couldn’t. They forbade their professors to sell us knowledge-tapes. But we offered such big money that the, professors did let us put their stuff on tapes, on the sly.


  So the universities just gave up and closed their doors, all except a few bitter-enders. Then it was the turn of the high schools and the public schools.


  Senators got up in the State Legislatures and demanded a new educational system.


  “Why should we support a vast, expensive, outmoded school-system when EE can give every child better schooling at a fraction of the cost?” they asked.


  The teachers all fought that, of course. But what chance did they have? The taxpayers didn’t want to keep up the schools. The parents didn’t want to, when their kids could learn it all so easy by EE. And the kids themselves sure were wholehearted for EE from the start.


  The result was that the State set up, instead of schools, EE dispensaries, in which our own operators gave the kids their stuff. Every kid had to go to school—one hour a year. He got his year’s work shot into him by tape, and that was that. And the State paid us a set fee for every pupil.


  Money? It came in by tons, by carloads. All over the country, all over most of the world, EE was replacing the schools and colleges. And still Carter wasn’t satisfied.


  “What we have got to avoid is saturation of the market, Pete,” he told me. “As soon as everyone is full of knowledge, they will quit buying education.”


  “Well, there will still be the new generation of students each year and that brings in a big, steady profit,” I said.


  “That’s not enough,” he said in his determined way. “What we need is repeat business, like the movie industry gets. I’ll work on that.”


  And he did. He got big new advertising campaigns planned that kept the public needled by successive waves of advertising.


  FOR a while, we plugged science. A man couldn’t understand the world unless he was full of science. A woman should be ashamed to meet her bridge-club if she couldn’t discuss higher physics or colloid chemistry.


  It wore people down, all right. A lot of them came in and had us erase other stuff and fill them chock-full of science.


  When a man reached his neural capacity we had to erase to put new knowledge in, of course. We’d had a few sad experiences with guys who wanted to know absolutely everything and who went batty from too much EE. To avoid trouble with the law, our operators were strict on that now.


  When our sale of science-subjects began to fall off, we switched our advertising to concentrate on art. We made expert knowledge of art all the rage. Sure enough, people came in by thousands to have their science knowledge erased so they could take on a cargo of art.


  Carter had worked out advertising that made young people good repeat customers, too. If they didn’t feel satisfied in their professions, why not try a new one?


  Lots of young lawyers, for instance, would decide they’d rather be doctors. They’d simply come in and have their legal knowledge erased, take on a full course of medical, subjects, and hang out a shingle. Maybe two weeks later they’d be back, wanting now to try engineering.


  Me, I was on top of the world, literally. I lived in the highest and biggest penthouse in town. And Helen was in the clouds, mainly on account of our new baby boy who had been born a year after we started EE and who was now husky and thriving.


  “And little Percival is going to be proud of his father when he attains maturity,” I told Helen. “Not only because of my wealth, but because of my erudition.”


  I really talked like that, by then, for Helen had insisted on me taking a full course in English Grammar soon after we started business. I had also taken all the other advanced EE courses my brain would hold, so that in those days there were few wiser guys than me in the world.


  “Yes, dear, it is wonderful to know that Percival can be proud of his parents when he grows, up,” Helen said happily.


  Well, that’s all you ever know about the future. For it was the very next morning that the whole thing busted.


  It busted when an old guy who looked vaguely professorial came crowding into my office in spite of my four secretaries.


  “Are you Peter Purdy, the vice-president of Electro-Education Company?” he asked me.


  “Yes, yes, but if you have a knowledge-record to sell you should take it to our Knowledge Purchasing Agent,” I told him. “I do not handle details like that.”


  He just stood and stared at me and then all of a sudden he let out a yell.


  “The electrician!” he yelled, pointing at me wildly.


  Suddenly I recognized the old boy, and I got my feet down off the desk and got out of my chair.


  “Dr. Kindler!” I said, all surprised.


  It was him, all right—Carter’s colleague that had been in a sanitarium all this time being a schizophreniac. But he didn’t look out of his head now, at all. He just looked mad.


  “Doctor, I’m overjoyed to see you,” I said. “And so will Carter be. We had no idea you were cured—”


  Doc Kindler interrupted me by shouting at me every dirty name a scientist could think of.


  “You blind fools, to turn my discovery loose on the world without • knowing more about it! You don’t know what you may have done!”


  Then he shouted even louder:


  “Police!”


  I hate to tell what followed. When Carter tame in and saw the old doc, he turned a sickly color and started to scram. But the police were already arriving, and then the whole thing busted wide open.


  No need to give you the whole bitter story. It’s had publicity enough, and enough people have called me a dope. I suppose at that it’s better than to be convicted of theft, like Carter.


  Yeah, Carter had just deliberately stolen the old doc’s invention and hadn’t helped invent it at all, like he told me. He’d figured Doc Kindler was away in the sanitarium for life, not guessing that shock-therapy would finally succeed in restoring the old doc’s mind.


  I don’t blame the old doc for blowing up the way he did when he came back and found out, nor for the names he called me in court. I’d rather be called “a stupid stooge” than a thief; any day.


  Sure, they took the penthouse and the big bank-account and everything else away from me. I was lucky that they gave me back my original thirty thousand. Doc Kindler had relented enough to me to stipulate that, when he turned all rights in EE over to the Government.


  YOU know what the first thing was that la., I did when I got out of court that day?


  I went into the nearest EE shop and had them erase every course I had, even my grammar.


  And I did it because I was worried. I was worried by what Doc Kindler had said that day in the courtroom.


  “My crooked assistant and this dolt Purdy whom he deceived didn’t realize all they were doing when they exploited my discovery!” Kindler said. “When F collapsed, my experiments with Electro-Education were not yet complete.


  “I had discovered that the minute electronic impulses used in Electro-Education have a permanent effect on the germ-plasm as well as the soma, but hadn’t yet found put what the effect is.”


  “Will you state your meaning in less technical terms, doctor?” the judge asked.


  Kindler’s voice was grave. “I mean that the EE impulses have a powerful mutational effect on the genes that control the brain-development of the unborn child.”


  I got worried.


  “Is my little boy going to be dotty because Helen and I took a lot of EE before he was born?” I asked him.


  “That, I can’t say yet,” Kindler said grimly. “I was trying to determine the nature of the effect when I collapsed, and you let Carter talk you into appropriating my work.”


  That was what scared me into having all my EE erased before I went home that night. And Helen threw a fit when she heard about it.


  “Now don’t get hysterical,” I begged. “The doc said he didn’t know what the effect on Percival would be. It might not be so bad.”


  “But you and I were almost-the first people to take EE, and whatever’s going to happen to people’s babies because of it, will happen first to Percival!” she sobbed.


  We went in and hung over his crib. I couldn’t see a thing wrong with him and I said so. He was as fat, healthy-looking a year-old baby as you’d want to see, as he lay there looking up at us.


  “Yes, but what about his mind?” Helen sobbed. “He should be trying to talk by now, but he hasn’t said a word.”


  “Maybe I could get him to talk, if I worked hard enough with him,” I said desperately. I chucked Percival under the chin. “Say mama, Percival! Kuchy, kuchy—say mama!” Percival opened his mouth and spoke. He spoke in a rather wobbly and shrill little voice.


  “I presume, Father,” he said, “that the encouraging sounds you are directing at me are onomatopoeic in origin and are designed to stimulate the faculty of imitation. Nevertheless, I must beg you not to continue making such utterances.”


  Helen and I gaped at each other. “He talked!” I choked out. “He talked like a professor! You heard him!”


  Helen stared, wide-eyed. “But he never said a word before—not a word!”


  Percival appeared to be bored. “Really, you could hardly expect me to join in the sort of unintelligent conversation that goes on in this house!”


  Yeah, that was the effect of EE’s electronic impulses on the unborn. Every EE course that Helen and I had ever taken was in Percival’s brain when he was born! The fact that we’d had our own knowledge erased hadn’t affected him in the least.


  And I was going to have a son that would look up to me. That is a laugh. Our Percival loves his parents, but we will never see the day when we know half as much as he did when he was born!


  It was the same with all the other kids born after EE, of course. Every last one of them came into the world equipped with a full cargo of knowledge.


  You know how it’s changed things. They had to cut the voting and office-holding age to zero, of course.


  We couldn’t restrict office to adults, when our own kids were ten times smarter than we were.


  Half of Congress is under ten years old these days, and the big offices are mostly filled with kid geniuses. I hear there’s a twelve-year old out in California that they’re grooming for President.


  What gets me, though, is this:


  These kids of ours still keep piling new knowledge-into their brains with EE. Now, twenty or thirty years from now, what are their kids going to be like? I do some wondering about that.


  THE WATCHER OF THE AGES


  Weird Tales, September 1948


  STANDING IN THE dusk of that ruined, long-dead city in the Brazilian wilderness, I read aloud again the inscription that was a voice from the remotest past.


  “To the men of after-ages, this warning of Thanl of Yor! Seek not the hidden secret, the cold flame that burns forever . . .”


  I asked Follansbee, who stood beside me, “Do you suppose that warning is true?”


  He looked at me a little scornfully. “What kind of geologist are you to believe such nonsense, Adams?”


  “I don’t know,” I murmured. “I’ve been in this Matto Grosso country before, and there are queer things in it.”


  “Though you see him not, there is an undying Watcher who guards that secret from evil men, and those eyes even now are upon you!”


  We were standing in the bush-grown quadrangle that had been the central plaza of the. ancient city. Before us, in front of the shattered north portico, loomed the column on which was graven the inscription.


  It was past sunset, and the rapid tropical twilight was fast deepening.


  In the dusk, the ruins loomed dark and solemn around us. It was a-ruin as impressive as Angkor, this dead city in the Matto Grosso jungle.


  Great colonnades and walls of massive stone, riven and shattered, and streets of stone houses empty and dead, rose starkly from orchid-laden trees and undergrowth. Low, rocky mountains rose a few miles northward. Around it stretched the great forest.


  This dead metropolis had been lost to the knowledge of the outside world ever since it had been found by Portuguese bandeiristas in 1753. Many had searched for it in the intervening two centuries, lured by the account of those hardy old goldseekers which is still preserved in the National Library of Brazil.


  The trackless jungle had defeated them all. And some, it had simply swallowed, like the famous Colonel Fawcett who in 1925 had made a determined final attempt to re-discover the dead metropolis.


  Fawcett had believed that the ancient Portuguese’ accounts of “a light that shone and never went out were based upon some development of atomic science by a South American civilization of the most ancient past.


  The explorer had said so, in his last cablegram to a London newspaper before he disappeared.


  “This tale suggests that die ancient South Americans had . . . rays, perhaps unknown to modern science, in the research of the atom,” he had cabled, before plunging into the wilderness, never to return.


  Finally our own party, the Pollock-Stinson Geological Expedition, had taken up the search. The clue that Fawcett had followed seemed to indicate the presence of radioactive minerals near the lost, dead city.


  And such minerals were important, in these days of released atomic energy.


  Dr. John Pollock, eminent geologist, headed the expedition. But it had been organized and really led, so far, by that aggressive mine-promoter, Victor Stinson. He was to have full rights to all minerals other than radioactive ones, which were discovered.


  Follansbee and I were the associate geologists. I had been accepted despite my lack of scholarly titles, because I had been in the Matto Grosso region before.


  THERE is no need to tell of the months we had spent fruitlessly searching the vast region between the Tapajoz and Xingu Rivers. Time after time we had gone astray.


  The expedition would have been abandoned had it not been for Stinson. He was a ruthless driver, and he had kept us and our Indians going until finally be came upon the dead city.


  He and Dr. Pollock were hopeful now of soon finding the radioactive deposits which legend, placed near here.


  They had scoffed at this ominous warning inscription . . . whose translation I had read for them.


  “How can anyone tell what that queer old pothook writing means?” Stinson had demanded incredulously.


  “Reproductions of this writing are in the old Portuguese manuscript in the. National Library, and have been studied and deciphered,” I told them.


  And now I again translated aloud, as Follansbee and I stood facing the ancient inscription in the deepening twilight:


  “I, Thanl of Yor mastered the secret of the cold fire that can kindle life. And with it, I kindled life in the lifeless semblance of humanity that I had made with my skill.


  I created one who is manlike but not man, or not mortal like us but undying.


  “But the greed and ambition of the people of Yor made them covet my secret. They, too, wished to create life, and for evil purposes. Therefore, I used the powers that were mine to shatter this city, Yor, forever.”


  “I shall die soon. But I shall leave behind me one who will be faithful to my command, who will prevent evil men from ever using the cold fire. Yes, I shall leave behind me the, undying one I created, the Watcher who will protect the secret for all the ages to come! You who read, beware—for the Watcher’s eyes are upon you now!” Follansbee said skeptically, when I had finished, “A fine old piece of superstition!” I reminded him, “Yet we came here looking for radioactive deposits. And the ‘cold fire’ it refers to, can only be such.” Follansbee shrugged his lanky shoulders. “Personally, I think Stinson has backed a wild-goose chase. It’s a fine trip for us geologists. But I wouldn’t invest my dough in ancient legends.”


  He added, grinning, “Especially legends about creating a synthetic human being, a Watcher who is undying.”


  He had raised his voice. And as we turned away, from all the dark,-looming walls around us the echo murmured back through the dusk.


  “. . . undying . . . undying . . .”


  I said no more as we walked back to camp, for Follansbee was a born skeptic.


  Camp had been pitched amid the ruins in an open space that had a spring. In one of the open-sided thatched huts that had been run up, Dr. Pollock and Stinson were going over maps by lantern-light. Slavin and Geer, the two burly trail-bosses, were preparing supper.


  Our Indian pack-porters had built their huts a little distance away. They were gathered there now near a fire, a dozen stocky, copper-skinned Bororo tribesmen. They were squatting around a cinnamon tree in whose side they had cut a rude ladder, and they were very silent.


  Stinson came out of the hut and nodded his bullet head brusquely toward the silent, squatting Indians.


  He said to me, “You know something about the Indians of this country, Adams. What are they up to?”


  “They’re holding a ngillatun,” I told him.


  “And what’s that?”


  “It’s a divination ceremony. They’re going to ask their dead ancestors for advice. I think they’re afraid of these ruins.” Stinson made a sound of disgust. “A lot of damned mumbo-jumbo. This place reeks with it.”


  Two of the Bororos had started to play the ceremonial flutes, a thin, wailing sound. Another had dug a small hole at the base of the sacred ladder-tree, the reive.


  He held a trapped bird over the little excavation. A knife flashed, and the bird’s blood dripped slowly into the hole. The flute wailed on.


  Stinson led the way back into the hut, where ‘Dr. Pollock’s thin, aging, scholarly face was still bent intently over the maps they had been drawing.


  “As I see it,” Pollock said, “any radioactive or other minerals here must be in the mountains out there. If there’s uranium or thorium ores there, the Geiger counters will soon tell us.”


  Stinson nodded curtly. “We’ll start combing that little range with the Geigers, in the morning.”


  Pollock looked out into the. gathering night. “The stones of this city must have been quarried there. I wonder how many thousands of years ago that—”


  BEFORE he could finish there came an interruption. A sudden loud burst of shouts from the Indians.


  “Slavin, what the devil’s the matter with them now?” demanded Stinson angrily.


  The trail-boss stuck his shaggy head into the hut. “Looks like they’ve got all excited about something, Boss.”


  Stinson cursed and strode out of the hut. We followed him toward the Bororos.


  I saw at once that the ngillatun was over. The Indians were talking excitedly among themselves, and were obviously frightened.


  “You know their lingo, Adams. Ask them what’s eating them now,” Stinson ordered.


  I obeyed. The Bororo leader was sullenly silent for a few moments, but finally made guttural answer . . .


  I turned back to the others. “He says that their dead ancestors have warned them—have warned them that in this city there is someone who is not human.”


  There was a little silence among us. And in that silence, the Bororos were looking uneasily around the dark, looming ruins.”


  “That’s very odd, when, you remember that inscription,” Pollock said thoughtfully.


  And he repeated its phrases, “. . . the undying one whom I created . . . the Watcher whose eyes are upon you now . . .”


  He added slowly, “There could have been a strange, ancient science in this city long ago. But I suppose not even it could have created an undying, synthetic man, or android.”


  “You can just bet it couldn’t have,” Stinson said harshly. “The damned Indians heard us talking about that inscription, that’s all. They know a lot more of our language than they let on.”


  “Sure, that must be it,” the burly Slavin chimed in.


  The Bororo leader spoke again to me, briefly and sullenly.


  “He says,” I told the others, “that they won’t stay here long. And that they won’t go near the mountains, which are supremely accursed.”


  The information elated Stinson. “Then that’s a sign the deposits we’re after are over in those mountains!”


  He said, “We won’t need them for our prospecting over there, so you can tell ’em that. And the boys and I will soon teach them a lesson if they try to run away.”


  We retired early to the huts, for Stinson intended to start at dawn. As I removed my boots and stretched out in my hammock, I saw Follansbee’s lanky figure still standing outside, staring into the darkness.


  “Are you wondering if there’s really a Watcher lurking out there?” I asked him.


  “Don’t be absurd,” he retorted. “Yet I am wondering how the Indians got the idea in their heads. I could swear none of them understand English.”


  NEXT morning when I went out of the hut into the dank, gray dawn, it was Follansbee, already up, who met me. And his face now was queer.


  “Adams, something’s happened! During the night someone got into the supply-hut, tore open a locked steel instrument-case by main strength, and smashed all the Geiger counters!”


  I hastened after him to the supply-hut. The other were there, and Stinson’s square face was red with fury:


  The heavy steel case lay on the ground, its whole end ripped open. The Geiger counters it had held were now a litter of broken metal on the floor.


  “The case was locked, and I had the key,” Pollock was saying bewilderedly. “But somebody just ripped it open.”


  “The damned Indians,” Stinson accused harshly. “Their crazy superstitions made them do this to stop us.”


  “The Bororos wouldn’t even know what a Geiger counter is,” I objected. “And they wouldn’t be strong enough to rip a steel case like a cardboard box. That took superhuman strength!”


  STINSON turned on me. “It was this Watcher of yours, I suppose? This undying, synthetic man?”


  He made an angry, derisive sound, and then continued, “But the superstitious idiots haven’t stopped us. I had a Geiger in my pack, in case I wanted to prospect along the trail. And they didn’t get that!”


  He planned curtly. “We’ll get started for those mountains, before the brutes can think up more sabotage to stop us. Geer, you’ll stay here with a gun handy to watch them while we’re gone.”


  By sunrise, we were tramping out of the bush-grown ruins toward the low, rocky range northward. The burly Slavin led the way, his machete slashing a path for us through the jungle. We all wore pistols at our belts, and Stinson carried the last, precious Geiger in his own hands.


  It was already stickily hot by the time we came out of the jungle onto the lower slopes of the range. The mountains were impressive now—frowning cliffs and scarps of dark rock, split by cracks and crevasses.


  Pollock looked slightly depressed as he studied the strata. “It’s not the sort of formation in which you’d expect to find uranium or thorium.”


  “The Geiger will tell us,” Stinson retorted. “We’ll start working our way westward along the range.”


  For hours, we moved slowly along the lower slopes of the mountains. Stinson carried the Geiger, and watched it constantly.


  But it gave no indication of the nearness of radioactivity.


  He swore viciously. “With the other counters we could have split up and covered the whole range in a few days.”


  Follansbee looked at me with a shade of worry on his lean face as we went on.


  “What do you think could have torn that steel case open, Adams?”


  I shrugged. “I don’t want to speculate.”


  “What gets me,” he said, “is that it must have, been done very slowly, so as not to make a noise. No human being ever had such strength as that.”


  At that moment came an exultant shout from Stinson, ahead of us. He had stopped in front of a narrow crack that here deft mountain.


  “Listen to this!” he exclaimed, as we hurried up to him.


  There came a click from the Geiger. And then, after a few moments, another one.


  Stinson behaved now like a hound on a scent. He strode forward along the cliff then back the way we had come. The Geiger fell silent.


  He went into the narrow cleft in the cliff. And immediately the Geiger clicked again.


  “It’s somewhere in here! Come on!” Slavin led the way with a flashlight. For the crack in the cliff was a mere crevice leading into the dark heart of the mountain.


  The tempo of the Geiger’s clicking rapidly quickened, until it became a steady rattle.


  “We’re getting close!” Stinson exclaimed.


  Then Slavin suddenly recoiled upon us, and shouted. “Look out—there’s a step-off!”


  His flashlight showed a dark, empty abyss ahead.


  We got down on our knees, and crawled carefully forward to the brink of the abyss.


  IT WAS a vast, dark emptiness that lay before us—a gigantic natural pit that dropped far down into the roots of the range.


  And down there on the floor of the pit, far, far below, there was a strange blaze of luridly opalescent light.


  “Radioactivity to the nth degree, down there!” Pollock said, awedly. “No wonder the Geiger’s gone mad!”


  “We can get down!” Stinson said eagerly. He had been angling the flashlight beam downward. “Look at that path!”


  Just a little below the brink on which we crouched, was a little projecting ledge of rode. From it, there led downward a steep, narrow path in the rocky side of the pit.


  “That path was cut!” Follansbee said. “Someone long ago made it, to go down to that center of radioactivity. Do you suppose that means—”


  “Let’s have no more crazy talk about Watchers and all that, now that we’ve got our hands right on what we’re after!” Stinson flared.


  “We can’t go down into radioactivity like that,” I protested.


  “Yes, we can,” Pollock contradicted. “I included protective suits in our equipment, in case prolonged work with radioactive materials became necessary.”


  “Follansbee, you and Lavin go back and get them,” Stinson ordered. “We’ll wait for you.”


  We waited, out at the entrance of the cleft. By mid-afternoon, the two returned with the protective garments:


  They were merely coveralls that had quilted lead foil sewn inside their linings, and had cowl-like hoods of similar fabric.


  The garments were loose and bulky but not oppressively heavy. When we had put them on, Stinson led die way back to that precarious path into the pit . . . Follansbee had brought more flashlights, and their beams helped us to climb safely down to that little ledge, one by one. Then, necessarily in single file, we started down the path.


  We hugged the rock closely as we followed the steep, narrow trail. It dropped down the side of the vast pit in a zigzag.


  The flashlights’ beams were lost in the awesome, darkness of. that place. But steadily the lurid, opalescent glow of light far below seemed to grow stronger.


  “I think we’ve made the biggest radioactive mineral strike ever!” Stinson exulted, as he led downward. “It could be worth millions—”


  “It isn’t a question of monetary value,” Pollock reminded him. “All radioactive minerals we find go to the University laboratories, by our agreement.”


  “And I get rights to-anything else we find,” Stinson said. “Sure, I remember.”


  I was the last in line as we descended the dizzy pathway. And I saw Follansbee, just ahead of me, turn more than once to glance back up the way we had come.


  I guessed what was in his mind. He was wondering if an unseen Watcher was following us down into this abyss.


  IT TOOK us two hours to reach the bottom of the great pit. Upon its floor, Stinson and Pollock and even the brutal Slavin stopped and stared in amazement.


  The pit was a half-mile across. And its floor and lower rooky sides were eerily lighted by the lurid, flickering glow that came from the thing at its center.


  The rock floor there sank into a big bowl. And in that natural cuplike hollow, there smouldered and burned and brooded a domed mass of glowing rock. It was like a gigantic opal, blazing in sullen splendor here at the bottom of the abyss.


  We stood, five strange figures in out bulky protective garments and cowled hoods and lead-glass goggles, staring at that glowing mass.


  “Unprecedented!” whispered Pollock. “A late extrusion of primal radioactive matter from Earth’s interior, into this buried pocket!”


  Follansbee’s voice was hoarse. “We’re standing in radiation that would blast us, but for these suits.”


  Stinson paid them no attention. He seemed immune both to wonder and apprehension, gripped by a stronger emotion.


  “There are things there—around the sides of that cup,” he said eagerly. “By heaven—”


  He started to run forward. Pollock shouted a warning, but the promoter paid no heed.


  We followed, after a moment. We came to the brink of the cup, where Stinson and Slavin already stood.


  Stinson pointed downward. “And I thought that inscription was just ancient nonsense. Look there!”


  We saw what he saw. There were niches cut in the rock sides of the cup—a dozen of them, around that burning radioactive mass.


  And in the niches were tables and pedestals of solid lead, upon which were lead and tungsten vessels and instruments. Some of these resembled modern scientific apparatus, but others were quite different.


  “The laboratory of Thanl of Yor!” whispered Follansbee.


  “It’s true, then!” Pollock said dazedly. “There have been men of science on Earth in the lost past, as legend told. A science as great or greater than our own.”


  “You still don’t get it!” Stinson said. “Look at that tiling on stilts, that glass mold!”


  We looked. It was in one of the niches a little around the rim of the cup from where we stood.


  It was a transparent, glittering mold of a man’s body. It was raised upon leaden legs so that it stood in the very heart of the raging radiation—and it was empty.


  Awe fell upon Pollock’s face. “A mold of a human body. And the inscription of Thanl said—”


  “That he’d created an undying synthetic man, an android! And had kindled life in his creation, by this terrific radiation!” Stinson finished.


  Follansbee turned a white, stunned face toward me. “Then it’s true, Adams! There was—there still is—a Watcher! A man born in this radiation, and left by Thanl to guard this place!”


  His gaze roved the interior of the great pit, illuminated by the shaking splendor of the radioactive blaze before us.


  “It was that Watcher, then, whom the Indians claimed was in the dead city, and who smashed our Geigers! He’s somewhere near—”


  “Is that all this means to you?” shouted Stinson. “Can’t you see what we’ve stumbled upon?”


  His voice was shaking with excitement. “The secret of the creation of life, of the creation of synthetic men! It’s all here, in these instruments and in this terrific radiation! A secret worth empires!”


  We stared at him. In the shaking light, the man’s square face was crimson with emotion.


  “I don’t understand you,” Pollock said. “Such a secret of creating synthetic life would revolutionize biological science, yes. But how could it have any commercial value?”


  Stinson laughed. The silent pit rang and echoed with that harsh laughter.


  “You scientists that can’t see beyond your own laboratory walls!” he exclaimed. “By God, even Slavin here could see it!”


  He rushed on. “What nation wouldn’t give everything it’s got for the secret of creating men—men who might not be quite human but who would be better than human for fighting a war?”


  I saw comprehension come upon the faces of Pollock and Follansbee. I saw the same loathing that I felt, show in their features, as they stared at Stinson.


  “You’re joking,” Pollock said thickly. “No man would seriously propose-using this discovery for such a monstrous purpose.”


  “He’s not joking,” I said. “He means Stinson stood, facing us with his hands on his hips, and seeming to enjoy that moment.


  “Yes. I mean it.”


  “And what are you going to do about it?”


  And then we saw that Slavin, in obedience to some private signal, had drawn his pistol and was leveling it at us.


  Stinson stepped behind us and took our guns from our belts. And then he stood before us again, and mocked us.


  “You poor, pitiful fools! I always meant to do this, if we found anything worth taking. It’s why I brought my own two men along.”


  “You never meant to live up to that agreement?” Pollock said, incredulously.


  Slavin guffawed at that, and Stinson grinned. “The only good of that piece of paper was to get you to help me find this. And now its usefulness—and yours!—are over.”


  I do not think that Dr. Pollock, even then, comprehended the man’s deadly intention. But Follansbee did.


  “You’re going to murder us? How will you explain that?”


  “Easily,” mocked Stinson. “There are so many accidents possible on a jungle expedition. I’ll be very grieved when I tell you of your sad end. And I’ll tell nothing at all of this discovery, except to the right people.”


  The veins of his neck corded, and his voice thickened. The people, the country, that can pay the highest for a secret that will give them limitless expendable armies! Billions will be a cheap price for that!”


  He had his own heavy pistol in his hand now.


  “If you turn around,” he said, “it will make it easier for all of us.”


  I spoke then. I said, “You’ve forgotten something, Stinson.”


  “Yes? What?”


  I said, “You’ve forgotten the Watcher.” Stinson laughed. “If that Watcher still exists, Slavin and I will take care of him when he appears. But first, we’ll take care of you.”


  “The Watcher has already appeared,” told him. “He’s right here with us.”


  His face grew ugly. “Now I get it, Adams. You’re going to yell, ‘Look out, the Watcher is behind you!’ And you think we’ll be simple enough to turn around.”


  “No,” I said, “the Watcher isn’t-behind you. He’s right in front of you.”


  “I suppose he’s invisible?” Stinson mocked. “I suppose I can’t see him?”


  “You can see him,” I said. And then I said, “You’re talking to him, Stinson. I am the Watcher.”


  THERE was a little silence.


  Then Slavin laughed. He threw back his shaggy head in a guffaw, and Stinson’s harsh laughter joined in.


  “You, the Watcher?” Stinson said. “Yon poor fool, fright has turned your wits. You’re just Lane Adams, the freelance geologist we picked up in Rio.”


  “Yes,” I nodded. “My name is Lane Adams now. But it hasn’t always been that. I’ve had other names, in the past.


  “I was Gonzales de Tormes of New Spain, a hundred-odd years ago. I was Henri Delaun, in medieval France. I was Tiberious Flavians in ancient Rome, and was the sea-captain Lurios in old Atlantis. Names? I’ve had hundreds of them, in the six thousand years I’ve lived.


  “You see, I’ve wandered the world a lot in those sixty centuries. Through nations, empires, cities, watching them rise and rule and fall. I’ve seen all recorded history. And I’ve seen what men like you can do with power when they get it, Stinson.”


  Pollock and Follansbee were staring at me with the sick look of men who look upon one suddenly gone mad.


  And Stinson and Slavin were grinning.


  They, too, thought me crazy. And they were enjoying it.


  “But if you’re the Watcher who was left to protect this place, why did you leave it?” Stinson mocked.


  I answered, “Thanl’s secret was safe here after the jungle swallowed ruined Yor. It was only when the Portuguese first found this place, a couple of centuries ago, that I had to come back to this land to guard it.


  “I’ve watched every expedition that tried to find this place—and have blocked or led them astray. Just as I led this one astray—only you insisted on coming on.”


  By now, I think, Stinson had begun to sense dimly that I was speaking truth. I think that the rage that flamed up in his face now was born of budding fear.


  “So you’re the Watcher, Adams? The undying one? Let’s see if you’re still undying, after this!”


  His pistol roared. I felt the shock of the slug tearing through my chest. I felt the shock but no pain.


  I stood, and smiled at Stinson.


  “Yes, the bullet hit me,” I told him. “It would have torn through a vital organ if I were a. man.


  “But I’m not a man, Stinson. Not a man like you. I don’t have the vital organs you have, and a bullet through my tissues can’t kill me.”


  “He’s wearing a bullet-proof vest, or something!” shouted Slavin.


  “No,” I said. “I’m not. I’ll show you.”


  I threw off the protective hood and coverall garment. I threw off my other clothing, and took off the false hair and eyebrows that I had always worn when among men.


  I stood there before them what I was—an android, an artificial man, hairless, smooth-skinned, different. I stood in the raging radiation that would have killed a human being, and smiled at them.


  “God!” said Pollock thickly. “Look at his chest—that wound—”


  They were all looking at it—at the wound the slug had made in my rubbery, synthetic flesh. The wound, even as they watched, was slowly closing.


  “He is the Watcher!” whispered Follansbee, staring wildly at me.


  “He ain’t human—we can’t kill him!” yelled Slavin, his eyes bulging in fright.


  But Stinson kept his nerve. “Not with pistols, we can’t,” he said harshly. “But there’s some things even an android can’t survive. Throw him down into that radioactive fire!”


  He yelled that last to Slavin as he charged. The two of them came at me together with deadly intent.


  I let them reach me. And just as they grabbed at me, my arms shot out and gathered them in.


  The superhuman strength of my synthetic body, the strength that no human could ever possess, crushed them close to me.


  Stinson, raging, had his hands around my neck trying to strangle me. To strangle me, who had no need to breathe! Slavin was hammering at my face.


  I lifted them. And, disregarding their murderous assault, I half-carried, half-dragged them toward the brink of the sunken cup of radioactive fire.


  Then I put forth all my strength. I hurled them down into that cup, straight down into the great, blazing, radioactive mass.


  THEIR hoods had fallen back in. the fight, and their unprotected heads plunged into that sullen, lurid glow. There was a short and terrible screaming.


  And then, down there, there were only two black, dead forms withering in the burning blast of the deadly fires.


  I turned slowly. Pollock and Follansbee stood, frozen by horror, staring at me.


  “I’m not going to harm you,” I told them. “I know you had no such sinister designs to exploit this secret as Stinson had. You can go.”


  Follansbee stumbled a step toward me. “Adams”—he began, and then choked—“Oh, God, you’re not Adams! You’re not a human man at all, at all!”


  “No,” I said. “I’m not a human man. I wasn’t born of woman, but of fire and force and matter, and the skill of Thanl. And that was long ago.”


  Long ago? Yes, and all the accumulated weariness of those six thousand years seemed to press upon me as I spoke the words.


  Six thousand years of memories pressing down upon me! Memories that began in this same firelit pit where first I had awakened to life and consciousness and had looked up into the wise and gentle face of Thanl, my creator.


  Memories of the evil people of Yor who had clamored for die secret of my creation, and of how Thanl had used his powers to shatter their city forever. And of Thanl, dying years later, and of my promise to him that I would watch over the secret of creation so that evil men might hot attain it.


  Of my wandering forth into the world, when Yor and the-secret were safely locked in by jungle; of drinking wine with the other helmed sea captains down in the harbor wine-shops of great Atlantis; of watching Esarhaddon lead the wolf-hordes of Assyria, to the conquest of Egypt; of watching the Roman legions stamp, out Carthage, of watching the kingdoms of Europe and Asia clash in combat from the Dark Ages until now.


  War and ruin, dark ambition and pride and evil—how much of them had I not seen in those six thousand years I wandered the face of Earth! But now; I knew, my wanderings were about to come to an end.


  I spoke to Follansbee and Pollock. I said, “Go now. And do not return to this place, ever.”


  “We won’t,” said Pollock hoarsely. “Nor will we tell the world of what lies here. It’s better if men don’t learn that now.”


  I watched them go, climbing shakily up the narrow path to the outside world.


  Then I stood, alone, and looked around the firelit pit that had been my strange birthplace. Now, it was going to become my tomb.


  For my resolve was taken. I had guarded this greatest secret of Earth for sixty centuries. I had done so because Thanl had believed that soon men would become wise enough to use this secret well.


  But I, who have watched the races of man for six thousand years, knew better now. Not for ages, I knew, would man be worthy of this power of creation.


  And I could not wait and wander for more long, long ages! I craved the rest of death that had always been denied me.


  So I would seal up the secret. I could do it. Thanl’s instruments here, which long ago he had taught me how to use, could cause a diastrophic convulsion that would collapse the whole mountain upon this pit.


  Ages will pass before the forces of erosion will again uncover die secret fire of creation. By that time, man will have left brutehood behind him and will be worthy of this power. Either that, or he will have destroyed himself.


  MY PREPARATIONS are made. Soon now, I shall release the forces that will cause the convulsion. And as destruction thunders down into, the pit, I shall step into the radioactive fires whose radiation long ago kindled my life—the sullen fires which alone can consume and destroy my body.


  But first, I have been writing this tale of my watch and the reasons for it. And die writing I shall encase and leave in an upper cleft of the mountain so that some day it will be found, and read, as a. record and a warning.


  Is it strange that I, the undying Watcher of the ages, look forward so eagerly to the rest of death. Perhaps it is.


  And yet, I have a hope. I am no human man, but, perhaps even an android can have a soul or spirit that will live, on after death.


  If it is so, then I shall soon see again the only man of men who ever loved me—wise Thanl, who created me long ago. I shall see him, and make report of how I performed the age-long task he laid upon me.


  Or is my hope but a vain dream? I shall soon know.


  THE UNFORGIVEN


  Startling Stories, October 1953


  HE WAS A big guy; he was famous and he’ll always.be famous, but I still say he was a little crazy. At least that’s what I think most of the time. Other times—well, I don’t know what to think.


  I remember that when he arrived from Earth, I wasn’t much interested when the bunch in the barracks told me about it. I’d just got back to base from a hard day, and I was tired.


  “He only landed at Port yesterday,” Spafford told me. “Came right up here today. It’s him, all right. Farrell Blaine, himself.”


  So it was Farrel Blaine—so what? I knew the name, all right, everybody knew it, but I was getting ash-dust out of my shoes and I didn’t care about VIP’s from Earth.


  “What’s he look like, Louie?” asked one of the others.


  “Not so old as you’d think,” said Spafford. “And you know what—he’s got a suntan. Yeah, a real Earth tan. The lucky son! Probably got it lazying around beaches with a lot of blondes.”


  “You’ve got blondes on the brain,” I said.


  Spafford jeered. “Listen to Wimer! He don’t like ’em. He wouldn’t like it if he found one in his bunk right now, a nice little blonde with—”


  He went on to describe the blonde in detail.


  “Sure I’d like it,” I said. “I’d like it fine. I just don’t like hearing you yak about it all the time.”


  That made him mad. “So me talking about dames gets you down? Okay, okay, we’ll talk about something else. You see any more Vennies today?”


  And there it was again, all of them grinning at me, and I wondered if they were ever going to quit ribbing me about that, and I wished to God for the hundredth time, I’d never opened my mouth about Vennies.


  Spafford kept turning the knife. “You ought to go and talk to Farrel Blaine about it, Wimer. You and he got a lot in common, you know. You both discovered something.”


  That got a laugh. I let it go by, and went on cleaning my shoes. There wasn’t any use arguing it all over again.


  Then an orderly from HQ popped his head in and said, “Colonel wants you, Wimer,” and ducked out again.


  Somebody said, “Jeez, what you do?”


  “The colonel wants him to meet Farrel Blaine, probably,” said Spafford. “Sure, just like I said, they’re both famous guys—”


  I brushed down fast and got started, glad to get out of the barracks right then, but puzzled and worried too.


  The night was hot and black and acrid with smog. We were burning off the Glades northwest, and that made it hard to breathe. I coughed and spat and wished for a wind, a hard wind like you have on Earth but that wouldn’t ever blow here.


  I went between the barracks to HQ, and the orderly passed me in, and there were the colonel and the major and the VIP sitting around a table with drinks on it.


  The colonel said, “That’s all right, Wimer, this is unofficial. Have a chair—but first, meet Mr. Farrel Blaine.”


  I shook hands. I saw now what Spafford meant. Blaine didn’t look so old. Not that he was any kid, he must have been nearly fifty. I’d heard his name nearly all my life. I was just six when he did his big stunt. But that was over twenty years ago, and you figured he’d be a pretty ancient guy.


  But he wasn’t. His hair was still black, and he was still lean. His suntan stood out, here on Venus. He’d have looked even younger, if he hadn’t seemed so tired. Even his eyes seemed tired.


  I thought, So you’re the big hero—you took just one chance twenty years ago and you’ve been famous ever since. Pretty soft!


  But what I said was, “I’m sure proud to meet you, Mr. Blaine.”


  Blaine asked me, “Like it in the Corps?”


  I knew better than to sound off with an honest answer. I put on my bright boy scout look and said, “It’s tough sometimes, but it’s a real job.”


  The colonel said, “Wimer is the man who saw the Vennies.”


  I felt kind of sick, then. So that was what it was all about. I’d been fetched in to tell my funny story to the VIP. I saw the major grinning as he boosted up his drink.


  Blaine looked at me and asked, “Didyou see Vennies?”


  I SQUIRMED a little and tried to hedge. “Well, I thought I did. You know, it’s pretty tangled up there in the Glades, and you can’t be sure sometimes just what you see.”


  Blaine didn’t say; anything for a moment, and then he asked, “How many?”


  Both the colonel and the major were grinning now. I damned them inside for making a show out of me. I said, “Maybe two, I thought. I only saw their legs. Could have been lizard’s legs, I guess—”


  “Of course that’s what it was,” said the major. “There aren’t any Vennies.


  “Haven’t been any, for a dozen years.” The colonel said, “When I first came to Venus, there were still hundreds of then. Especially in the southern Glades.”


  Blaine looked as though he were thinking. He said, “When I first came, there were tens of thousands.”


  “Well, they’re all gone now,” said the major, and grinned at me and added, “Except for the orujs that Wimer saw.”


  Why the hell didn’t they let it drop? It wasn’t that funny. I’d been kidded enough already about seeing Vennies, and this would start it all up again stronger than ever. I could just hear. Spafford going to town on this.


  I suddenly woke up to the fact that Blaine was saying, “I’d like to go up there with Wimer and see. Would it be all right, Colonel?”


  He took the colonel by surprise, as well as me. The colonel said, “Oh, why, of course—but really, Mr. Blaine, you know it’s a wild-goose chase and it’d be a dull trip—over a hundred miles up in the Glades—”


  “That’s all right,” Blaine said. “You know I came to look around at the new Venus. I’d be interested in seeing if any of the old Venus is left.”


  The colonel didn’t like it. “But you can’t use a copter, for the ceiling slams down tight every few days. And—” Blaine said, “Wimer and I could make it in a trac-car. Couldn’t we?”


  That last, he asked me. I said, “Yes, we could.”


  “Then we’ll start in the morning—if the colonel is agreeable.”


  The colonel bloody well had to be agreeable, and knew it. “All right. But I’ll hold you responsible, Wimer. You can go now.”


  So that was that, and here I was walking back down to the barracks with the biggest VIP there was dumped into my lap. That was just fine. My big mouth had really got me into it, this time. Why the devil had I ever come yelling back to camp about seeing Vennies, that day? It’d been nothing but a headache ever since.


  I didn’t want to yak to the others about it, so I waited till well after lights-out before I went back in. I lay in my blink and wondered about Farrel Blaine. I couldn’t figure his angle. It couldn’t be that he was just curious. He’d seen Vennies, more than anybody ever had. I didn’t get it.


  NEXT morning I reported at HQ and there was a trac-car waiting, and the colonel’s orderly was piling Farrel Blaine’s stuff into it. So this guy was a great explorer? He had a duffle-bag big enough for a year. It didn’t make sense, for just a few days’ trip. But it wasn’t up to me to say anything. I just looked bright and respectful when Blaine came out with the colonel.


  Blaine didn’t say anything as I drove out of Base, and on up over the burned-over areas. He didn’t seem to; be much interested in the scenery. There, wasn’t much to see, except the black plains-and” the smoggy; leaden sky. It wasn’t until afternoon that we wallowed over a swamp-lead, and got into the unburned Glades.


  They were called-the. Glades because they looked a lot like the Everglades on Earth—the tall, sad-colored grass that went on forever, with only here and there a big hummock of trees like an island sticking up out of it. Then I suddenly remembered that it was the guy beside me, the first mail ever to land on Venus, that had given them that name.


  “I guess this looks more like it did twenty years ago,” I said to him.


  Blaine nodded. “Yes. There were no burned-over areas then.”


  “More than two-thirds of Venus is burned off now,” I said, “and most of it already under cultivation. Big business, now.”


  Blaine didn’t say anything to that. The smog seemed to bother him, and he coughed every so often.


  I couldn’t make him out. What’d he want to come up here for? Why would a guy who had it as good as he had on Earth want to come back here?


  I tried to remember about him. It was a long time ago, and I’d been just a kid, and those screaming headlines were dim in my memory now.


  “It was down south you landed, wasn’t it?” I asked.


  He nodded, but he didn’t say anything. I thought, All right, if you don’t want to be friendly, the hell with you.


  So, Blaine was a Hero, with a capital H. He’d brought the first rocket down safe through the clouds, all those years ago. Others had tried and crashed, but he’d made it, and set up the first radar, and Venus was open at last. So Farrel Blaine was a big guy from then on—but was. he so big he couldn’t even talk to a guy like me?


  The Glades went on and on, and the trac-car went on and on. My arms got tired, and Blaine spelled me a couple of times, but the wheel shook him around a lot. He might have been tough stuff once, but he was soft, now.


  He looked pretty tired by the time we camped for the night on a big hummock. He brought a bottle out of his bags, and I had a couple of drinks, and he had more than a couple. He sat staring into the dark outside our circle of light, and had another drink, and said, “It’s a haunted world.”


  I got what he meant and I said, “Yeah, there were all those Vennies when you first came.”


  “Not at first,” said Blaine. “They were frightened, at first. It was only after the first few days that they started to approach us. And they were still scared—muddy beggars like poor beginnings of men, staring and staring at us.”


  He had another drink. “We gave them sugar. And bright bits of metal. And death.”


  “But you didn’t,” I said. “It was all those Earth viruses, afterward, that did it.”


  “Sure,” said Farrel Blaine. “But I was the first. I let the others in. And in a dozen years—no more Vennies.”


  He handed me the bottle. “How does it feel, Wimer, to drink with a murderer?”


  He was half drunk. I knew that, but even so, that jolted me. It would jolt you, sitting out there with one guy, and all the dark of Venus around you. Then I caught on.


  “Say, listen, Mr. Blaine, you surely don’t blame yourself for what happened to the Vennies!”


  “I let the Earth in here, Wimer. The Earth ships, and the Earth men, and the Earth death.”


  “But it wasn’t anybody’s fault!” I said. “How could people know our viruses would hit the Vennies like that? Didn’t we get plenty of viruses from them ?”


  “The difference,” said Blaine, “is that we had the science to fight theirs—but the Vennies didn’t have any science to fight ours. Sure, our people tried to save them. But they didn’t.”


  “It’s still not your fault! If you hadn’t opened up Venus, somebody else would—”


  Blaine said, “It is impossible but that offences will come. But woe unto him through whom they come!”


  IT SOUNDED like the Bible he was quoting, and it made me more uneasy yet, this big shot drunk and quoting the Bible to me. If he blew his top up here in the Glades, I’d be in a sweet spot.


  I said, “Anyway, we ought to turn in. We got a long way to go tomorrow to reach the place I told you about.” Blaine didn’t make any fuss. He said, “All right, Wimer—it’s up to-you. After all, I came all the way here from Earth on your say-so.”


  That knocked me cold. That was something I hadn’t even dreamed. “You mean—you saw that newspaper squib they ran about me seeing Vennies?”


  He nodded. “That was it. I wanted to find out for sure if there could be any of them left.”


  He didn’t say any more. Just rolled up in his dew-sheet and went to sleep, and left me lying there beside him, sweating.”


  I had plenty to sweat about. I was responsible for Farrel Blaine, one of the most famous men alive. And Blaine was off his rocker!


  He wasn’t ordinary crazy. But he’d been brooding, all these years; about the Vennies dying, and blaming himself. What the psychos call a guilt complex.


  It didn’t make sense. Of course it didn’t make sense. The Vennies had died, and the Earthmen had done everything to save them and couldn’t and that was that. But because Blaine had, been first here, he’d blamed himself.


  And he blows his top completely up here, I’m for it, I thought.


  “Why the devil had I ever yapped about seeing Vennies? After all, I wasn’t sure—not real sure. And it had brought me nothing but trouble. If anything happened to Blaine, it’d get me busted higher than a kite.


  We wouldn’t find any Vennies, it was pretty sure. What would Blaine do when we didn’t? I worried, and I sweated.


  Next morning, Blaine didn’t say anything. Not until we’d got going again, and were bumping through the Glades.


  Then he said, “Don’t worry, Wimer. I’m not going to get you into trouble.”


  He wasn’t dumb. He’d figured me pretty close. Maybe I’d had worry all over my face. I told him, “Look, Mr. Blaine, I’m only a Corps private, it’s not for me to tell you anything, but—”


  “But I ought to forget about the Vennies,” he finished for me. “Yes, I know.


  I told myself that, for years. I was Farrel Blaine, the great space-pioneer. I got rich. I got married. I had children. I was happy—until I thought of Venus, of the lonely grass, the emptiness, the silence, where they had once been but would never be again.”


  I didn’t know what to say. Finally, I said, “But even if you found the ones I saw, there’d only be a few. Not like it used to be.”


  “Two would be enough, Wimer. Just two could start the race again. The race I thought I murdered.


  There wasn’t any answer to that. He had a complex, and he couldn’t get over it, and I couldn’t argue him out of it. There was nothing I could do but keep driving north.


  Blaine didn’t talk much, after that. He sat slumped, but there wasn’t anything relaxed about him. His eyes seemed to speed out ahead of us, as though the car was too slow, as though he couldn’t wait.


  I’d brought out the survey-maps the colonel had given me. It was while we were running survey-lines up here that I’d seen them, or thought I’d seen them.


  I headed for that big hummock, one almost a mile across.


  We left the car in the grassland went in. I showed Blaine the place in the brush. “It was right about here. They were running that way. I only saw their legs.”


  “We’ll search the whole hummock,” he said.


  We did. He was somehow cold calm now, as though he didn’t care if we found anything. That made me more uneasy than if he’d been twitching.


  WE DIDN’T find anything. Nothing but a few big lizards that rushed off into the brush. We didn’t even find any tracks, though the rains could have washed those out.


  I looked at him. “Now what?”


  “We’ll look through the nearby hummocks, Wimer.”


  I didn’t like this. He acted as though we’d keep searching till we found something. And I was dead sure now we wouldn’t—I was sure now it was only lizards I’d glimpsed.


  But we had to bump over to the next hummock and look around in it. It was late afternoon, Blaine dripping with sweat and me almost as bad. Back at Base, the guys would be lounging around the barracks by now, and—


  Blaine said, “Look here, Wimer.”


  He said it so flatly I didn’t realize what it was until I went over to him. Then I saw. It was a little shelter of dry fonds, a sort of wretched tumbledown hut, almost like an animal’s den.


  “It could be old,” I said finally. “Look at those frond-ends—not yet completely dried out. It’s not old. You saw them, Wimer.”


  I stared at the miserable little heap. I still couldn’t quite believe it myself. The Vennies had been gone so long that it was like seeing a fresh dinosaur-track, back on Earth.


  They weren’t all gone. There were at least some—a few—alive. It was sort of staggering, to look around the bush and think they might be right near us.


  Then I stopped looking around, and looked at one place. A place where there were two big gray blobs under the brush. The blobs had eyes that looked back at me.


  I guess I laughed, without meaning to. I said, “All right, Spafford, you loudmouth—so I’m a liar.”


  Queer, how you pop out things like that when you get a surprise. Blaine said, “What—?”


  I said. “Look: Vennies. You’re famous again, all over. So am I. We’re both famous.”


  The Vennies just looked at us. There were two of them, huddled there. They looked at us, afraid.


  They were like Blaine had said—like muddy beginnings of men. Like big, scared, hunkering monkeys, only with that muddy coarse-grained skin instead of hair. Their eyes were big and didn’t wink.


  I hate to call them a man and a woman, for they certainly weren’t that. But I don’t know how else to say it. The man gripped a sharpened wood spear. The woman held something that looked like a big, slimy frog, but it was a Vennie baby.


  Blaine didn’t raise his voice. He said, “Keep back, Wimer.”


  He must have dreamed of this, a long time, finding these Vennies. But he didn’t show any emotion, not now.


  He went a little toward them. He stopped and said, in a soft voice, “Friend. Friend.”


  The Vennies didn’t make any sound, or do anything.


  Blaine sat down on the ground. He told me, over his shoulder, “Get the square brown plastic box out of my bag.”


  All the way to the trac-car and back.


  I got more excited. I kept thinking what they’d say at Base about this, what they’d say back on Earth. I kept seeing my own name in bigger and bigger letters, in the headlines of Earth newspapers. I pictured myself on the telecasts, and in big pompous halls, making speeches. Societies I couldn’t remember the names of would give me medals. Maybe I’d write a book, “I Found the Last of the Vennies.” I—


  Blaine pulled me up short, cursing me quietly for making too much noise. He took the box and began to open it. I looked at the Vennies. They hadn’t moved, except the woman had turned her body around so it was between us and the wretched little creature she had in her arms. She watched us over her shoulder, and the man watched us, and I whispered to Blaine, “Why don’t they run away? They ran fast enough when I saw them that first time.”


  HE SHOOK his head, like he didn’t want to be bothered. Or maybe he knew the answer already and didn’t want to admit it. He was taking stuff out of the box. “Special food,” he said, still in that soft crooning voice that was supposed to make the Vennies feel easier. “Drugs. I brought them all the way from Earth.” He moved forward, real slow and careful, saying “Friend . . . friend.” He didn’t go too close. He put the stuff down on the ground and moved back again, and waited.


  “They used to hunt the big lizards for meat,” he told me, “like the Ituri pygmies hunt elephants, in packs. Now there’s only the two of them, and the baby. They must be living on roots and grass. They must be half starved.”


  They must have been, because after a while the man made a sudden rush out and grabbed up the nasty mess—it looked hasty to me and I didn’t ask Blaine what it was supposed to simulate. He retreated with it and began to gobble, while the woman looked on. “Nice guy,” I said, and Blaine whispered, “Wait.”


  It was pretty obvious that the man could have wrapped himself around the whole container-full and six more like it. But he didn’t. He ate half and no more, and gave the other half to the woman.


  “All right,” I said. “So I take it back.” Blaine leaned forward, and I could see the lines in his face getting deeper. For a minute I didn’t catch on. The woman seemed to be trying to feed her baby, sticking her finger first into the container and then into the child’s mouth, which I thought was normal enough. But the kid wasn’t having any. It made a weak little croaking sound and turned its head away, and I heard Blaine groan. “It’s sick.”


  “Maybe it’s too young to eat that way. Maybe it just doesn’t like the grub.” I didn’t care much one way or the other. Most baby things are appealing, but this one was too much like a toad for me to break my heart over. I just wanted to make Blaine feel better.


  I don’t think he even heard me. The woman kept pawing at the baby, trying to make it eat. Finally she gave up and gobbled a bit herself, but her heart wasn’t in it.


  Blaine said heavily; “That’s why they didn’t run away.”


  “You mean, she’s sick too?”


  Blaine nodded. He looked sick himself. “It isn’t fair,” he whispered. “After all these years—they’re the last ones, the very last, and I’ve found them, but too late—”


  He turned on me, all of a sudden. “We won’t let it be too late! If I can get enough food into them—there’s antibiotics in it that can keep them going till we get them back to Base.”


  “Back.to Base?” I squawked. “You mean haul them in our trac-car?”


  The Vennies were hunkering under their bush, staring at us. The woman hung tight to the baby. It croaked once in a while, and the woman had spells of shivering.


  They stunk. Even here in the open air, they stunk to high heaven. The idea of having them in the car with us turned my stomach.


  Blaine didn’t even get what I meant. He said, “We can get them to the hospital at Base in time, if we can just win their confidence, get them to trust us—”


  I knew right then I might as well keep my mouth shut. You can’t argue with a fanatic, especially when he’s a big shot.


  “Okay,” I said “Go ahead.”


  He tried. He offered them more food, and then bright trinkets he’d brought. But each time he got too close the man would snarl and warn him off with that sharp stick, and the woman would curl protectively around the baby until you’d have thought she’d crush it.


  Night came on, hot and dank with the heavy dew. I made camp a-little way off where the stink of the Vennies wouldn’t reach me. I heard Blaine’s voice, mumbling away §bout how he was a friend. Finally, he came over and sat down beside me.


  “Well?” I asked.


  He shook his head. “I could make friends with them, in time. But there isn’t much time left, if we’re to save that baby.”


  He sat brooding. I told him, “It looks pretty far gone, to me.”


  OUR circle of light just touched the Vennies. The baby barely moved any more, and its croaking whispers were so faint, you could hardly hear them. I rustled some, grub, which Blaine hardly tasted, and then rolled up in my dew-sheet. I didn’t get much sleep. Blaine kept waking me up talking to the Vennies, still in there pitching to them how he was their friend. It was wasted effort. By morning the baby was dead.


  You’d have thought, to look at Blaine, that it was his own kid. I just kept my mouth shut and waited. After a while the man took it from the woman’s arms. She didn’t make much fuss, and with her there was no telling where one misery ended and another began. Looking at their stinking wretchedness, I thought if Blaine ended their race he’d done them a favor, hut I didn’t dare say so.


  The man took the dead child and went away with it into the brush. He kept snarling back at us, as he went. Blaine said, “Don’t go near the woman he’s afraid we’ll harm her while he’s gone.” He came back after a while, and didn’t have the baby. The woman hadn’t budged. He felt her all over to make sure she wasn’t hurt, and then hunkered down beside her and glowered at us.


  I was sick of the whole sordid business. I didn’t want to be the guy who discovered Vennies, any more. I said; “So now what?”


  Blaine wouldn’t give up. “They can have more children,” he said. “But the woman has to be got to Base hospital. It’s now or never.”


  He told me to pack up, and wait in the car. He’d try to persuade them. I saw him sitting down with them, babbling his “Friend . . . friend,” that they couldn’t understand, and pointing and making gestures. I packed up and then sat and waited in the trac-car, hoping that Blaine would fail.


  But he didn’t. He got them to come, God knows how. They came with him, scared and slow, the man helping the shivering woman and ready to use his sharpened stick on us, Blaine talking soothingly to them at every step.


  He got them into the back of the trac-car, and X just sat there at the wheel, and didn’t turn around, like he ordered. The skin crawled on my back, and it wasn’t just the stink of them that did it. It’s all very well to talk about meeting up with aliens and being friendly. You go and try it.


  Blaine told me to start easy and quiet. I did, but I could hear the man snarling when the motor started, and Blaine talking soothing. I think if the man hadn’t been so dazed by the baby’s death and the woman’s being sick, he’d never have come that far.


  We rolled. We pushed south hour after hour through the grass. The ceiling held up, and that made it easier, but the heat and the smog and the smell we carried with us made it tough enough. I cursed myself that I’d ever seen those Vennies and talked about it.


  Blaine told me twice to stop, and he, gave the woman drugs. Then an hour before dark, he told me we’d have to camp at the next hummock. “She can’t go any farther today,” he said.


  I looked at her. “She can’t go any farther, period.”


  He flared out at me. “Damn you, Wimer, don’t say that. I’ll get some shots into her. You make camp.”


  I did, pretty sulkily, when we reached the hummock. I saw Blaine working over the muddy, shivering thing like it was his own wife. The man just sat and watched quiet, as though somehow he trusted Blaine more now.


  WHEN Blaine finally came over to me, he didn’t eat but fished another bottle out of his bag and we had a couple of big slugs.


  “She’ll be all right,” he said. He didn’t look as though he believed it.


  He ate a little, but drank more. Time to time he looked back at the shadows, at the man-thing hunkering beside the shivering one on the ground.


  The way Blaine looked, I felt kind of sorry for him and got over my sulkiness. He was a fanatic, all right, but he was really sweating this out.


  “Take it easy,” I said. “There isn’t anything more you can do.”


  “I’m not trying to do anything,” he said. “I’m trying to undo something. And this is my last chance.”


  He kept drinking. Every once in a while he’d get up and go over to the Vennies, saying his “Friend . . . friend,” and looking at the woman, and then he’d come back and have another drink. He got pretty drunk. He talked.


  He said, “Why didn’t we stay on Earth, that was given to us for our own world? Why, Wimer?”


  “You sound like one of those religious cranks who were all against space travel.”


  “Maybe. Maybe I do. But just suppose the cranks were right?”


  I said, “Oh, hell. I don’t love this place, and maybe it wasn’t so bright our coming here, but why bring him into it?”


  “Because we may have sinned, Wimer. Whoever made things put us on Earth, and put the Vennies here, and put a wall around each world, around every world, to keep it to itself. And we wouldn’t keep to ourselves; we struggled and scrambled and planned till we climbed the wall that had been put around us, and maybe that was sin, sin against the way things were intended.”


  I said, “You talk like it was all unnatural, coming here. But we were bound to get to these other worlds, sooner or later. Everybody always knew that.”


  “Yes, they knew it. I knew it. I knew we had to come, and I came first, and I didn’t think; none of us thought, that we were changing things forever, doing something unforgivable.”


  I was tired, and his wild talk got on my nerves, and so did what was over in the shadows. I rolled up and said:


  “We got a long way to go tomorrow.”


  I heard him drink, and throw the empty away, and go over to the Vennies and then come back again. I slept.


  I woke, and it was all over, just like that. Blaine had wakened me with a. queer hoarse sound, and he was running toward the Vennies. When I got there, he was stooping over them.


  The woman was dead. And the man had run his wooden spear into his own heart and was dying too. We ought to have foreseen it. He was human enough for that. When the woman died, and he was the last, he didn’t want to live!


  Blaine just sagged there, all his hopes and all the crazy dream that had brought him back to Venus, dying there with them. The Vennie looked up at him—he looked sick and scared, like anyone who knows he’s dying, but something else too. He said something that sounded like “Vran,” and made like to touch Blaine, and then he was dead too.


  Well, I admit I felt, a little relief, at first. I’d been sorry for them, but though they were pitiful they were also sort of disgusting, and anyway it had all been hopeless from the first. But Blaine still held that dead, stinking creature and he had tears in his eyes. “He was trying to say ‘Friend,’ ” he said.


  I don’t know, maybe he was. I guess he’d been smart enough to catch the word he’d heard so often from Blaine. And he had trusted Blaine.


  Somehow, it made me feel a little different about the Vennies. I mean, seeing the last of them die like that.


  Blaine helped me bury them. He didn’t want to take their bodies down to Base.


  He said, “I don’t think we need tell anyone we found them.”


  We started on. We rolled south. Blaine didn’t say anything, and I worried about that until finally I said:


  “Look, Mr. Blaine, you made a good try, but it was no dice, and I wouldn’t worry about Vennies any more.”


  He didn’t take it wrong, like I’d been afraid he would. He just said, “I won’t worry any more. I did wrong, but I was forgiven.”


  Can you tie that? A big guy like Farrel Blaine, a rich guy, a famous guy, eating his heart out for years over a guilt-complex, and then getting over it just because that wretched thing tried to say a word. But he was a fanatic, for sure.


  He went back to Earth. And I went back to my work with the Corps, like before. But somehow, it doesn’t all seem quite the same here now.


  I mean, it looks the same but it feelsdifferent, somehow. Out in the Glades in-the daytime, and in the dark around the barracks at night, it all feels too quiet, too empty.


  I guess Blaine’s talk got on my “nerves.


  I keep remembering what he said about our leaving Earth not being intended. You don’t suppose there’s anything in that, do you? Before, I’d have said it was only crank’s talk. But now, I don’t know. I just don’t know.


  NO EARTHMAN I


  Venture Science Fiction, November 1957


  JOHN TEPPER TOOK the torch in his hand.


  “No!” cried Nancy. “No, Uncle Jack, don’t bum it!”


  Tepper said, “Be quiet.” His voice was gentle, but it had a note m it that closed the child’s mouth instantly. She was ten and would be eleven next month, if she lived. Larry was only six. He was not crying, for the first time since Sandihir had come pounding on the door with the news at the rising of the third moon.


  Now it was sunrise, and John Tepper stood with a torch in his hand and looked at his dead brother’s children.


  “I can’t make this soft and easy for you,” he said. “I wish I could.”


  I wish I could make it easy for myself, he thought.


  He turned and walked across the red-brown grass toward the house.


  This is the last of it, he thought, except for the children. My wife, my brother, my sister-in-law, forty-eight years of my life. This planet Tharinan has taken them all. Now I return my house to it. With my own hands I built and with my own hands I will destroy.


  He plunged the torch into the firestack made ready against the windward wall.


  Flame sprang up bright yellow across the dark wood. It licked the low eaves and curled hungrily over the edge of the roof. Tepper stepped back. The bronze-red star that was Tharinan’s sun rose hugely over the horizon and the black smoke gathered and blew.


  Tepper stood by the children and thought, It was harder seventeen years ago when Annie died, hut not much. Not much.


  “We should go now, Jack!” Sandihir said. “The sooner were out of the valley—”


  Tepper nodded and turned his back on the flames. He lifted Larry into the truck. Sandihir jumped in and started the turbine.


  Larry sniffled and asked, “Are we going home, Uncle Jack?”


  Smoke blew thick and acrid between them, stinging Tepper’s eyes.


  “No,” he said, “we’re going to Terraopolis—Earth Town, where the big ships take off.”


  “Can we see the ships?”


  “Yes. You can see them;”


  “Come, come,” said Sandihir impatiently. The turbine hummed.


  Nancy still stood looking at the burning house. She was crying silently. Tepper put his hand on her shoulder. She turned and said, “Uncle Jack—”


  Oh God, he thought, she’s going to ask me about Alan and June, and what can I tell her? How do you tell a kid her parents are dead and her own home is a heap of ashes?


  She didn’t ask him. She knew without asking, he thought. She climbed into the truck beside Larry and put her arm around him.


  Tepper got in and laid a rifle across his knees and the truck roared off along the dusty road between the fields of grain that stretched as far as Tepper’s eyes could see, and that was a long way.


  “I’d burn the grain too,” he said, “but it’s too green.”


  “They’ll get no good of it, Jack, They’ll trample it down.”


  The warm wind blew through the open windows of the truck, ruffling Sandihir’s stiff reddish hair that grew in a kind of mane down the back of his neck and across his shoulders. He was of the Wind People, the same nation that under Strann was now ravaging all this vast area. His skin was a beautiful bronze, lighter than Tepper’s deep tan. His eyes were bronze-colored too, with a hint of gold. He had grown up with the Tepper’s, and was between them in age—younger than John, older than Alan. To them he had been like a third brother.


  Sandihir had not changed—unlike others, almost as close, almost as well-known and trusted.


  Others had killed Alan and June, who had not believed it possible that old friends could become new enemies. It was only under the combined urging of Sandihir and himself that they had sent the children to Old Farm, which was farther from the hinterland, and safer.


  Others who had worked beside John Tepper for years at Old Farm had burned the sheds the night before, destroying all the automatic equipment by which the vast property was worked, as well as the small flier that could easily have taken Tepper, Sandihir, and the children to safety. The light truck, which had been at the house, was all that was left.


  Tepper had locked the children in the house and had run toward the flames, in time to see the dark shapes of his own workers scattering off into the shadows. He had caught only one of them.


  Vurll, his foreman. Vurll, not a foreman now, but a man of the Wind People, glaring defiantly at Tepper’s rifle with the firelight showing his eyes hot and drunken. “Who told you to do it, Vurll? Was it Strann?”


  Vurll had stood, wild and proud. “We are Tharinese. We are Strann’s soldiers. Go ahead and shoot.”


  Tepper had said bitterly, “Soldiers. Looters, burners—and I suppose murder is next. Soldiers!”


  “Strann fights the Earthman the only way we can,” Vurll had declared. “Go home, all of you. Give us back our land.”


  “Your land?” Tepper had exploded. “What was here before we Earthmen came? Empty plains. We made them into fertile fields. And now that we’ve done that, you say the fields are yours. You wouldn’t, not in all the ages, make anything out of this place, and now that we have made something, you want it!”


  “Strann says kill!” screeched a voice out in the dark, and Tepper had dropped to the ground as a missile flew by his head, and by the time he straightened up, Vurll was gone.


  Tepper had gone back to the house and the children, and then before dawn Sandihir had come with word of how Alan and June had died, and there was nothing to do but go.


  “Will the Grass People turn against us 100?” Tepper had asked Sandihir.


  “I think they will, Jack. Strann is deliberately using murder to commit our people to a finish fight—and now they’re committed against the Earthmen, they must follow Strann. Moheen’s Grass People will not want to see Strann grow too great.”


  Sandihir had added miserably, “And I can’t fight my own people. But neither am I a murderer. I want to help you get away.”


  Well, Tepper had thought, that was all he had a right to expect.


  God damn us, he thought, we ourselves did this. We brought these nomad hunters new ways, new ideas, and they seized on them—they learned, too fast, too eagerly. They were a proud people. So were, the Felshi, who lived beyond the Scarp and were a different breed entirely. But with the Felshi, pride meant hanging on to every shred and scrap of their own culture such as it was, admitting no change whatever. With the others it meant a furious determination not to be second to anyone in anything, no matter what had to be changed or thrown away.


  Now, under leaders like Strann, they were busily throwing away all outsiders in a wild surge of nationalism. If grain is grown on our land we will grow it. If machines are needed we will buy or build them somehow! Tharinan for the Tharinese. Hail Strann!


  And these people were on the march as one nation rather than as separate tribes, delighting in their self-discovery and showing their new strength by destroying everything in their path.


  They will not destroy these children, Tepper thought. He stroked the rifle with nervous fingers, as the truck moved along. There was nothing but these two children left to live for and nothing inside himself but a dark sorrow and a darker rage.


  Tepper looked around for something to kill.


  The sun rose higher. The grain shimmered like soft green silk, rippling and bending. Off to the left a shadow appeared beyond the fields. The Scarp, walling the northeast side of the great valley.


  Tepper had been up on the Scarp several times but only when it was necessary and for as short a time as he could make it, an arrangement that seemed to suit the Felshi as well as it did him.


  He fidgeted, stroking the rifle, looking here, looking there, smoking one cigarette after another. Finally he said to Sandihir, “For God’s sake let me drive.”


  Sandihir gave him the wheel, taking the rifle on his own knees, Tepper drove hard, hard, ripping a cloud of dust from the road to hang like a plume behind him.


  He had no clear memory of that day except that it passed.


  It was twilight, with one red moon high in the sky and another one rising, when the road bent sharply to the right and Sandihir said, “Better stop here, Jack. We don’t want to go rushing right out without looking.”


  Tepper stopped the truck. The Scarp was no more than fifteen miles away and the southern range curved in so that it formed a natural gateway.


  The two men jumped down, and Tepper reached into the back for another rifle.


  Nancy spoke out of the shadows. “What are you going to do now?”


  “Climb the spur and make sure the plain is clear.”


  “Can we go with you, Uncle Jack?” asked Larry.


  “Not this time. Nancy, rustle around in the stuff there and find some food. Sandihir will help—”


  “Come over here a minute, Jack,” Sandihir said. When he had Tepper out of earshot of the truck he said, “You better let me go.”


  “Why?” asked Tepper belligerently.


  “I don’t trust you with a gun, that’s why. Please, Jack.”


  “No,” said Tepper. “I’ve got to go. I’ve got to keep doing something. If I have time to think I’ll go crazy . . . Feed the kids. I’ll eat when I get back.”


  Sandihir sighed. “Walk softly.” He went back to the truck and Tepper started walking toward the spur ahead. It was not very high nor very steep. The red moonlight showed the top of it, rough and crinkled in silhouette. The road ran off to his left but he kept straight. When he reached the foot of the spur he slung the rifle over his back and began to climb. The grass and stones were still warm from the day. The air was cooling, and a breath of wind blew in over the crest of the spur from the plain.


  There was a smell of burning in it.


  Tepper’s belly contracted with a sudden pain. He poked his head over the stony ridge.


  Farquhar’s house was burning. Bluedorn’s house was burning, farther away. Beyond Bluedorn’s was the distant pyre of Caravella’s house and the three smokes on the horizon were Wilson’s, Metzger’s and Smith’s.


  He wondered if any of them had gotten away.


  The dirt road ran out of the valley and across the plain for a hundred miles or more to meet one of the main planetary highways that led to Terraopolis, a distance of nearly eight hundred miles. Not far in a flier, and not too far even in a truck, if the road was clear.


  The road was not clear.


  The second moon was above the horizon now and there was plenty of light. At first look the whole plain seemed to be moving.


  Wide, dark masses of men tramped down the grain and the grass, a vast sickle swinging slowly and relentlessly. The road was choked with vehicles. A noise came to Tepper—the huge confused clanking and growling and muttering of an army on the move.


  Moheen’s nation had joined with Strann’s and there was no escape this way.


  Behind him the home valley was a great trap. He glanced back at the gleaming body of the truck and thought of the children. He allowed himself a moment of despair.


  Then he lifted his head again, alerted by a new sound.


  A convoy of trucks was running ahead of the army. He counted four of them, two light utility vehicles like his own and two heavy-duty jobs, led by a jeep. Probably they had all been taken from the plains farms. They were barreling up the road toward the valley mouth.


  The moonlight became redder before Tepper s eyes. This was the force they were sparing for him. Four trucks and a jeep to invade Tepper’s valley and burn out Tepper s farm with Tepper and his household roasting in the ashes.


  He glanced back once more at the truck parked on the valley road where Sandihir and the children waited. Then he dropped below the ridge and began to run.


  The spur washed out in a series of humps and gullies. The road ran past them into the valley, in three places built over culverts which carried off the wash in the rainy season. Now in the dry season a truck could wallow past in the shallow gullies with care, but not nearly so fast as on the road.


  Tepper unslung the rifle and crouched down behind a boulder. He Waited.


  The convoy came in sight. Dust flew from under the wheels and he could hear the men talking and laughing, their voices hungry and excited. He steadied the heavy atomic rifle on the rock and fired.


  The pellet hit the jeep and blew with a loud bang. The front of the jeep sprang apart in fragments. The body spun around, tilted, and rolled, spilling out men. The truck behind it crashed into it and ground it forward along the road, jarring and grating, and then the truck slewed and rolled on its side. The three trucks strung out behind it slowed with a screaming of brakes. There were other screams, thinner and more terrible.


  Tepper sprang up on the rock.


  Men began to climb out of the wrecked truck and to pour out of die others. They were armed with guns and with the short native spears and knives, with whatever they could pick up. Some of them still wore the shirt and shorts of the colonists, others wore the embroidered skirt or leather tunic of I heir nation. Tepper saw them all through a strange dark haze. He hung up the rifle and fired, raging at them, cursing them. I’m Tharinese the same as you, God damn you, I was born here and this land is mine! The pellets burst, tearing holes in the road, spurting up fountains of dust and pebbles. Shapes ran, scuttling, leaping, falling, rolling.


  The ground in front of the rock erupted and threw him backward. Pellets began to explode around him. Sobbing, tears of fury turning muddy on his cheeks, Tepper rolled over and ran for cover, around the finger of the spur.


  By the time he reached the valley side again he felt better. The burst of violence had calmed and steadied him. He located the truck and made for it, running fast. They would not be able to jet their own trucks through on the road for a while but some of them were bound to follow him on foot. He hunched over, making as small a target as possible. Pretty soon he saw Sandihir running toward him.


  “Get the truck rolling!” Tepper yelled. “Fast!”


  Tepper saw Nancy’s face as he climbed in. It was pale as a white flower and her eyes were huge. She was not making any noise and she was trying to keep Larry quiet. Tepper was grateful to her.


  Sandihir started the truck and sent it flying back the way it had come. Tepper told him what had happened. He grunted and shook his head.


  “We can’t stay in the valley. There’s no place to hide and they won’t rest till they catch us.”


  Nancy said, “Why?”


  She had leaned forward to listen. Now she said in a tight unfamiliar voice, “What’s the matter with them? Are they all crazy? Why do they have to catch us?” She swallowed hard, but her voice cracked anyway. “What did we ever do to them?”


  “You have insulted them with superiority,” Sandihir said quietly. “Not with the mere pretending of it but with the reality. If they were like the Felshi, without promise, they would merely ignore you, but they are not. They have promise. Someday they will be equal in fact. But until then they cannot endure the insult of your presence. Or of mine. Can you understand that?”


  “No,” said Nancy. “I don’t think so. You can do a lot of things better than I can but I don’t want to kill you.”


  “Well,” said Tepper impatiently, “accept it, anyway. You can understand it later.”


  He was riding with his head stuck out die window, looking back. Sandihir said, still talking to Nancy, “There are other reasons. Tepper is a name in this part of Tharinan. Your Uncle Jack is looked upon as a great man, a powerful chief. Strann can’t afford to let him get away.”


  Tepper interrupted him. “Never mind all that. Do you see lights back there?”


  “No—yes. They must have got a truck through.”


  Tepper reached out and cut their own lights. “We don’t seem to be doing so well with the human Tharinese. Let’s go up on the Scarp and see what we can do with the Felshi.”


  He turned around and got both the youngsters busy making up packs from the stuff they had been able to bring with them. Nancy was a gutsy little one, he thought. She was obviously scared stiff and she must be pretty sure that something had happened to her parents. Still she kept her mouth shut and helped as much as she could. Alan would have been proud of her.


  The rusty moonlight was no substitute for headlights. Sandihir had to slow down and the truck behind them gained. But then Sandihir swung the wheel and they left the road and went bouncing off over the grass. Tepper hoped that their pursuers might not see this.


  Larry was talking in the back seat. “He did too say it. I heard him!”


  Nancy hushed him.


  He would not be hushed. “Didn’t you, Uncle Jack? You said we were going up with the Felshi.”


  Tepper grunted, hanging out the window. Back on the road the headlights slowed down, hesitated, and then turned off after them. Tepper cursed the aluminum body of the truck, so bright and shiny that it could be seen for miles even by moonlight.


  “I don’t want to go with the Felshi,” Larry said. He began to cry.


  Nancy shook him. “Now stop that. Uncle Jack will take care of us.”


  Larry cried louder. “I don’t want to be eat up!”


  “What the hell are you talking about?” demanded Tepper, shoving a fresh clip in die rifle.


  “Oh, just a silly story Brinsir told us,” said Nancy. Brinsir was—had been—their nurse, and had been a storehouse of old wives’ tales from the Wind People.


  “They’re all witches,” Larry wailed. “They do magic and they eat boys.”


  “Only bad boys,” said Nancy. “If you’re good they won’t touch you. Isn’t that so, Uncle Sandy?”


  Sandihir said that it was so. “The thing they hate the most is crying. If they hear crying there’s no telling what they’ll do.”


  “See?” said Nancy.


  Suspiciously, half aware that he was being conned, Larry shut up, only gulping loudly now and then lo show he had not forgotten.


  The ground got rougher and they were all busy hanging on. Sandihir drove a little faster. The Scarp bulked up ahead of them, a great black wall against the sky.


  “Come to think of it,” Tepper said, “what do you know about the Felshi?”


  “Me personally?” said Sandihir. “Just as much as you do.”


  “What do the Wind People know?”


  “That kind of thing,” said Sandihir, nodding toward Larry. “Witches and black magic, stories that of course we know aren’t true.”


  Pepper looked up at the Scarp. “Do we?”


  Sandihir grunted.


  The truck began to rock around dangerously. “Got the packs all finished?” said Tepper. “All right. Get ready to move.”


  There’s the trail marker ahead,” said Sandihir and stopped the truck. A huge pinnacle of stone stood up tall and thin in the moonlight, scrawled over from the most ancient times with all manner of symbols. The forces of erosion that had created the pinnacle had also created a path of sorts up the face of the Scarp, which everywhere else was sheer and unclimbable.


  The two men jumped out of the truck, Sandihir tossed Larry up onto his shoulders and went ahead. Nancy followed him, bent over under the weight of an impossibly big pack. Tepper cursed and made her throw it down. “You’ll have all you can do to climb just by yourself,” he said. In a softer tone he added, “Go on, honey. A few things more or less don’t matter. You do.”


  She trotted on after Sandihir. Tepper settled his own pack and fired again at the following truck, which was now within range. He didn’t hit it but once more it slowed and sheered off.


  “They won’t follow us up die Scarp,” Sandihir said. “Not right away. They’ll have to go back and talk to Strann, and Strann will have to make a formal talk with die Felshi. There’s an old agreement about such matters.”


  “That won’t stop them from shooting at us on the way up.” The sinister-looking cliff stood up over them now like a bastion wall. The wall of a witches’ castle, Tepper thought dryly. The red moonlight picked out the high places and dabbled them with blood. Larry let out a couple of experimental wails. This time Sandihir reached up and cuffed the boy, telling him sternly to shut up. Then he was climbing up the narrow path, with Nancy close on his heels.


  Tepper hung back, pausing every few feet to look around. The truck that had followed them stopped some distance away from the cliff. He saw several men get out of it and come scuttling forward, perfectly visible in the moonlight. There were guns among them. If they fired accurately enough they could kill the whole party on the trail. Tepper took careful aim and fired.


  A little white star burned Fiercely below him. He fired again, repeatedly but not so wildly as he had before by the road. A whole constellation sprang to life on the plain. He could not see how many he had killed, but the three or four shots that came in answer were wide of the mark and when the dust settled there were fewer men and they were going away. Apparently they had decided not to push the matter any farther. Tepper thought that probably they were as much afraid of the Felshi as they were of his gun. Perhaps more.


  He didn’t blame them. He felt pangs of doubt himself. His relations with the Felshi had been formally correct and mercifully brief. He had had their permission to climb the Scarp and enter their land, which he did not have now, and he had been careful not to offend them, which he was probably about to do.


  It was even possible, he supposed, that the infection of murder had spread to them and they might kill him and the others as speedily as Strann’s men would.


  One last parting shot flared below him, knocking splinters off the cliff. He shrugged and bent himself to the task of climbing.


  It was a long job, and a hard one. They rested rather often, taking turns carrying the boy. Before they were through they were carrying the girl as well.


  It was almost dawn when they stumbled up over the last of the ascent and onto the level space at the top.


  Three squat weird figures stood like three small gargoyles in the red misty gloom between moonset and sunrise, waiting for them.


  Waiting. And how had they known someone was coming? Tepper felt a superstitious quiver run down between his shoulder-blades. They might have heard the shots and come to investigate, and they might have seen that someone was on the trail. Except that the nearest village was much too far away for hearing anything.


  One of the gargoyles stepped forward. Tepper moved closer to Sandihir, holding Nancy with one arm and his rifle with the other.


  Larry, on Sandihir’s shoulders, opened his eyes and began to howl.


  Instantly Sandihir pulled him down and clapped a hand over his mouth. “Shut up,” he said fiercely. Larry continued to make muffled noises, staring with popping eyes over Sandihir s fingers.


  The Felshi had put his hands over ears. “Loud,” he said. Slop him.” His voice was thin, with a queer rusty clicking in it is though it wasn’t used much. Tepper remembered that all the Felshi—“all” meaning the few he had seen—sounded that way. He gave Nancy a shake to make sure she was fully conscious and said urgently, “Take Larry over by l hose bushes and keep him quiet if you have to sit on him.” The hushes were low and only about twenty feet away, where he could Keep an eye on them.


  Nancy grabbed Larry and hurried him off, alternately smacking and pleading with him. There was a final dismal roar in which Tepper distinguished the word eat”, and then apparently she did sit on him because there was a blessed silence. All the Felshi moved forward now. The one in the lead wore something bright on his head, a bit of polished metal that waved and flashed where the triple moonlight caught it. Tepper was pretty sure it was the top of a tin can. Otherwise the man was naked. He was not much taller than Nancy, with fat thighs and a protruding pot belly, and long flat feet that ended in two long toes like fingers. His flesh had a soft buttery look to it. He was perfectly hairless and his skull was round as a doorknob. His features were small, brutish, almost fetal in the middle of his broad face. You could hardly see any eyes, they were sunk so deep and small. By daylight he would be a pale yellow-brown on his back, shading to white on his belly and limbs.


  He was insignificant, silly-looking, dirty, and stricken with the utter poverty of a people so backward they did not even understand they were poor. But somehow he and his fellows sent an uneasy chill through Tepper.


  The Felshi, still shaking his head irritably even though Larry was no longer making any noise, said, “You go back.” He pointed. “Down.”


  He spoke a garbled, sloppy version of the plains speech. Tepper answered him carefully, making a low ceremonial bow.


  “We ask pardon for coming like this, without permission. But there is war in the valley. These children—”


  The Felshi clicked and gobbled, “Children. Can’t hear—” All three of them bent their heads and frowned, and then they all relaxed and the one with the bit of tin on his brows said, “War?”


  Tepper explained, keeping it as simple as he could. “I am taking the children to Terraopolis, where they will be safe. I beg permission to pass through your land.”


  The Felshi grunted. “What you give?” they asked, looking at the packs.


  Remembering the gifts he had brought before, Tepper unrolled the pack he carried and set out a modest row of cans and plastic containers. “These for permission,” he said, “and as many more again when we reach your border safely.”


  The Felshi stood and thought about it.


  “All,” said the leader, waving his hand with the three long rubbery fingers and the exaggerated thumb.


  Tepper rolled up the pack, leaving out the things he had selected. “No,” he said firmly. “We must live ourselves. These, and as many more.”


  Again the Felshi thought.


  “You go through? Not bother our people, not stop in the towns?”


  “We go through. As fast as we can.”


  The Felshi grunted and began to pick up the cans.


  Tepper turned to call the children. For a second he didn’t see them in the deceptive gloomy light-and-shadow pattern of the dying moons. He blinked and they were there, running toward him, Nancy hauling Larry by the hand, mouths and eyes wide open. Nancy started to speak in a shrill gasping voice, but Tepper bade her be still. He caught Larry by the shoulders—the boy for once was speechless. Sandihir took Nancy’s hand. They started off while the Felshi were still quarrelling over who was to have what. Tepper wanted to be well on his way before they had time to change their minds.


  “But Uncle Jack!” Nancy cried, in a tone of hysteria.


  And he said fiercely, “Don’t bother me now.”


  They left the open and were among thorny scrub and wind-twisted trees that leaned crazily on their elbows. The light shifted and changed and the sun came up. Thirty-one hours ago Tepper had set the torch to his house in the valley. It had been a long day.


  He glanced at Sandihir, whose strong-boned face was gray and drawn.


  Tepper said, “Look for a good thick patch of thorn.”


  They found one and crawled in, using their heavy knives to clear a space and then make it impenetrable. They spread blankets for the children.


  Nancy looked at them with solemn resentment and said, “Can I tell you now?”


  “Sure,” said Tepper. “What?”


  “Well, while you were talking to those—those nasty-looking things, Larry and I were watching, and all of a sudden they disappeared and you disappeared and everything was different. Even the bushes were gone. I couldn’t see anything but trees all around. Isn’t that so, Larry? I hollered your name real loud but you didn’t answer, and then all of a sudden we were back again—”


  She was shaking. “I’m scared, Uncle Jack. I want to go home.”


  She began to cry.


  He took her in his arms and comforted her. “It was only a dream,” he told her. “You fell asleep for a minute. You were there all the time. I saw you.”


  But there was a cold strange feeling inside him. He could not let it out of his mind that he had thought for a minute they were gone.


  “Strann’s men will be up talking with the little beasts before long,” Sandihir muttered. “We’d better sleep light, and short.”


  They did, never letting go of their rifles. In his confused and unhappy dreams a question haunted Tepper and it was still in his mind when he woke up. The question was what the Felshi spokesman had meant when he said he couldn’t hear over the noise the children were making, because they had not then been making any noise.


  The sun was high and hot. Great brazen clouds boiled across it, making a coppery twilight on the land, through which the trees and thorn scrub appeared more lean and distorted than ever. There was no visible sign of the Felshi or of Strann’s men.


  Sandihir unrolled his pack for food. He stared at the containers, counted them carefully, and then swore.


  “Half the stuff’s gone,” he said.


  “It can’t be,” Tepper said. “You must have got my pack.”


  But he had not. Someone had crept in among them while they slept and robbed the pack without waking them.


  “And without even disturbing the knots,” Sandihir said.


  “They must have been careful to re-tie them exactly.”


  Sandihir nodded, looking in a puzzled uneasy way at the barrier of cut branches they had made around their sleeping space, which did not seem to have been disturbed any more than the knots.


  They ate hurriedly and went on again.


  Smoke warned them of the village before they came too close to it. They detoured carefully around it along the rim of the shallow canyon in which it was built. Tepper peered down at it. It was unexpectedly large. The huts straggled here, there, and everywhere, according to the whim of the builder, and every one of them was different in form. All the other primitive peoples Tepper had known followed one rigid tribal pattern in the construction of dwellings, but the Felshi obviously did not. There were round, square, oblong, triangular, and crescent-shaped houses, varying in height and size. There was one larger building, apparently the village meeting-place, that resembled incredibly the crystalline form of a snowflake. The single point of uniformity was the building material, which was stone. Quite massive stone. There was no cultivation, though the canyon was well-watered and fertile. He wondered how they fed themselves.


  He could not see anyone in the village street. Probably they had been warned that strangers were coming and were hiding indoors. Nevertheless, Tepper felt uneasily that eyes were watching from somewhere.


  He was glad when the village was behind them. Yet even then he did not feel at ease.


  Later they stopped to rest and eat. Tepper climbed the tallest tree he could find and looked over the back-trail.


  There was a cloud of dust on it, far away but moving rapidly, the sort of cloud that would be raised by a large body of men on the march.


  He slid down in a hurry and reached for his rifle, which he had leaned against the trunk of the tree.


  It was gone.


  He shouted for Sandihir and began to beat the bushes. They found no sign of anyone there. Sandihir examined the dusty ground around the tree. The only prints there were Tepper s own. But the heavy rifle was gone.


  The small seeds of panic, already planted in Tepper, began to grow with great speed.


  He raced to where the children were. It was only a few feet away but before he could get there Larry began to squall. He did not hear Nancy. When he burst through the bushes she was standing with her hands over her mouth and her eyes almost coming out of her head. She was staring at the ground. Tepper could see nothing there except dust, no poisonous creature, certainly no Felshi. For a second, while he was running toward the child, he didn’t understand.


  Then he remembered that was where the packs had been put down.


  They were gone too.


  “How?” he asked Nancy, while Sandihir picked up the boy and tried to quiet him. “Did you see who took them?”


  She took her hands slowly away from her mouth and shook her head. “They just—went.”


  “What do you mean, they just went?”


  She made gestures. “Like that. We were sitting here eating and they were there in front of us and then they weren’t there.”


  She flung her arms suddenly around his waist and clung to him.


  Sandihir said, “That can’t be possible. Somebody must have taken them.” He began to hunt feverishly for tracks.


  He didn’t find any, any more than he had around the tree where Tepper’s rifle vanished.


  He came and stood before Tepper, and his face had a strange expression. “My people were right, Jack. I laughed and now I must still my laughter. We are in a country of witches.”


  “I don’t believe in witches,” Tepper said. “I don’t believe in witchcraft. Listen, we have no food now. We have our belt-knives and one rifle, and Strann’s men are coming on the wings of the wind. Do you want to sit and wait for them?”


  Sandihir shrugged. He came along with Tepper, carrying Larry in one arm and the rifle in the other. His gaze roved continuously, peering among the thorny bushes and the twisted trees.


  Suddenly he dropped the boy, flung the rifle to his shoulder, and fired.


  Dirt, roots, and branches followed the flash and smoke into the sky. Sandihir began, “They’re following us—” and the rifle vanished out of his hands. In almost the same instant a great stone flew at him through the air. He lifted his hands as though to ward it off and it dashed them aside, striking his head with a terrible impact. He fell backward and Tepper knew from the way he fell that he was dead before he touched the ground.


  Tepper pulled the children to him. A storm of stones and branches burst upon him, as though blown by a great wind or showered by a blast, only there was neither wind nor blast. He thought he saw in the distance behind it the forms of two or three Felshi. He turned to run, trying to shelter the children with his body. Objects struck painfully on his back and shoulders. Apparently they wanted to vent their spite on him before they killed him, because none of the missiles was as brutally well-aimed as the stone that had struck down Sandihir. His head was gashed and blood ran into his eyes, and still he ran, with Larry’s weight heavier at every step and Nancy’s thin legs flagging. Then Larry was gone. Just gone, without a tug or a whimper, between the lifting and the setting-down of a foot.


  Tepper stopped and turned half around, crying out. Nancy screamed. The scream was cut down the middle as by a sharp knife and she was gone, too. The air was dark with thick dust. He saw the loom of something big coming at him and tried to dodge it but it came too fast. It was Sandihir’s body. It struck him and knocked him down and then part of a tree dropped on them both and pinned Tepper under his foster-brother, crushing the breath out of him and stunning him with the violence of its fall.


  When he came to it was sunset and he had the answer to the Felshi, as though part of his mind had been at work in that time, putting together the explanation out of half-forgotten bits of reading and discussion.


  Tepper was a farmer, a hard-headed man. He had never taken much stock in extra-sensory perception and the manipulation of solid matter by some mysterious power of the mind. But in the course of a not unintelligent lifetime he picked up a fair knowledge of ESP, just as he had learned a fair bit about witchcraft.


  Here he was faced with a thing that had to be science or witchcraft. He chose science.


  The Felshi were espers.


  That explained how they had known that outsiders were on their way up the Scarp, and what they had meant when they complained that the perfectly silent children were making too much noise. They were telepathic—


  They were telepathic, and they could manipulate matter by nonphysical means. Telekinesis? Teleportation? He was not sure of the words, but they were not important anyway. What was important was that not only the rifles and the packs but the children themselves had been manipulated out of his hands, and his brother Sandihir killed, by these wretched little beasts with the superhuman powers.


  He lay under the weight of Sandihir’s body and the crushing tree, watching the sunset redden to the color of new blood, and he wondered what weapons you could use against such creatures, and how you could fight them.


  He didn’t see any way.


  He began carefully to work himself free, digging and sliding in the loose dirt a little at a time. Poor Sandihir’s body had saved him from getting his own bones broken by the tree. Some time after moonrise he was free, dragging himself away on all fours until he could find the strength to stand.


  He called the children’s names, without hope.


  There was no answer.


  He walked back toward the village, moving with a stubborn slowness like the start of an avalanche.


  There was no reason to believe that the children were in the village. They could have been transported anywhere within the range of the Felshi mind-power. They might not even be alive. But the Felshi were in the village and that was the only place he knew of to make a beginning.


  He walked faster.


  Before he had gone far he remembered that Strann’s men were on this trail too and were probably by now between him and the village. The glimmering of an idea came to him. He removed his boots, his hat, and his shirt, caching them in a clump of thorns. With the long knife loose in his belt, he left the trail and moved parallel to it, quiet and inconspicuous as one more shadow among the many that the moons cast under the trees.


  Strann’s men had passed along the rim of the canyon above the Felshi village and then had slopped, still in sight of it, to cook a meal and rest before the night inarch. Tepper saw their fires first and then he saw them, sprawled on the ground or sitting around the fires, their voices loud and careless. He was amazed at the number of them. There must have been fifty, perhaps more—a lot more than ought to be needed to take care of two men and two children.


  He got as close as he dared on foot and then went flat on his belly, slithering in the dust.


  When he stopped he was within ten feet of one of the fires, with the edge of the canyon close on his right. The canyon-wall was low and sloping here, and the weird roofs of the Felshi village were visible in the red moon glow.


  Strann’s men, tall hunters of the Wind People, were talking, and Tepper saw men of the Grass People among them. Their golden and rust-colored manes caught the firelight, the hard beautiful planes of their bronze bodies gleamed. There were bottles passing around and they were laughing wild laughter, terrible in its cruelty, pitiful in its ignorant pride.


  They looked toward their leader, and so did Tepper. He knew that leader. Vurll, Tepper s old foreman,-his voice loud, his manner harshly commanding.


  Vurll was talking of what they would do when the Earthmen were gone, how they would grow rich and strong.


  “—and it will be easy,” Vurll was saying, “to deal with these on our way back.” He pointed to the Felshi village. “The little toads have no weapons.”


  One of the Wind People said doubtfully, “But they have been here since before our memory, and no one has ever touched them.”


  “It is time they were touched,” Vurll said. “They’re disgusting little insects, to be stamped out. The future has no use for them.”


  And that, Tepper thought bitterly, was always going to be the way of it. Tharinan for the Tharinese!


  “But it is still said that the Felshi are witches,” said the doubtful one.


  He was drowned out by scoffing and laughter. Vurll and others in the group had been to school—the Earthman s schools—and were loud in their skepticism.


  Tepper waited until one of the men went to relieve another who was standing watch at the edge of the canyon a little distance away. The man had a rifle. Tepper followed him, clinging to the low shadows.


  Did die Felshi read the minds of these men and let them pass, to trap them later in the bush? Tepper thought so, but it didn’t matter. He needed to get into the village unnoticed and the only way he could think of to manage it against the telepathic Felshi was to cover the presence of his own mind by the presence of others. And the only way he could think of to do that was to get a fight started that would keep both the Felshi and the Wind and Grass people fully occupied for a while. He thought that the mass teleportation of fifty or sixty active men clear out of reach would be a problem even for the Felshi.


  The man he was following settled himself on a boulder overlooking the valley, holding the rifle across his knees.


  The light of the fires did not reach this far. Tepper drew the long knife from his belt and moved forward.


  The knife was sharp and Tepper was quick and the man had no chance to cry out. The rifle slid down across his body. Tepper picked it up and dropped over onto the slope of the canyon wall, where it would be difficult for those above to see him too clearly. Then he set up a sudden shouting in the language of the Wind People.


  “The Felshi! Take up your weapons! They’re armed with stones—”


  He began to fire at the village below.


  He fired four times as fast as he could pull the trigger and then he ran like hell down the slope to the canyon floor. The Wind and Grass People were alert warriors. They sprang to action immediately, firing toward the village with a great crash and flare of pellets which burst among the houses on the nearer edge of the village.


  The answering barrage of stones went high over Tepper’s head, aimed at the rim. He ran, taking advantage of every scrap of cover, toward the other side of the village.


  In the confusion of darkness and moonshadow, thinking that the Felshi were close upon them, the Wind and Grass People believed that the stones were coming at them in the usual way and it only made them madder. They started to pour down the canyon slope, firing as they came.


  Tepper ran crouching in among the houses on the other side of the village.


  And now that he was here he didn’t know what to do.


  A feeble light showed in a window slit nearby. He hugged the wall and looked in.


  A big lump of rock—probably coal, Tepper thought—burned in the middle of the floor. All around the room Felshi were stirring, sitting up in frowsy nests of dried grass, looking about them in anger and alarm. Tepper had never seen Felshi women before. They were more repulsive than the men, a thing he would not have believed possible. The young looked like evil little tadpoles. They were all obese. There was a family group of eleven inside, and four of them were so draped in fat that Tepper couldn’t tell whether they were male or female. He noticed that as soon as the young ones woke up, food of some sort materialized in their hands. The stench that came to him through the open window was sour and thick as smoke.


  A second lump of coal appeared beside the first one and burst instantly into flame. The light became brighter, flickering on the massive stone blocks of the walls cut and fitted with incredible precision and smooth as silk, without chisel marks or chips.


  One of the men vanished, as cleanly as switching off a lamp. There was some gobbling and clicking of oral speech and one of the very little ones cried until its mother materialized something for it to chew on. Most of the conversation, if there was any, appeared to be going on mentally. The four enormously fat ones simply sat with their eyes shut. Pellets exploded on the other side of the village with distant banging sounds and flares of light.


  The man returned almost at once. Apparently he communicated something to the others because they began to disappear one by one, the children first and then the women and then the men until only the four obesities were left. One of them groaned and quivered, a little furrow of effort appearing between its bulging brows. It vanished and reappeared again on the other side of the room, where it gave up and provided itself out of the empty air with a huge hunk of something edible and sat there feeding, apparently not caring if it lived or died as long as it didn’t have to exert itself.


  The other three stayed where they were. They too began to eat, ignoring the sounds of battle.


  Looking at them, Tepper thought he understood why the Felshi were the way they were. Nature had shoved a silver spoon down their throats and they had choked on it.


  If you could think food into your hands there was no need to keep fit for hunting, no need to learn husbandry and agriculture. If you could build houses by teleporting great hunks of rock into place, and if you could transport yourself anywhere you wanted to go by the same methods, there would be no reason to invent tools or the wheel or the art of taming animals. If you could provide yourself with everything needful including protection from your enemies simply by lying on your backside and thinking about it, there wouldn’t be any need to learn or do anything. Survival would be no problem at all. So you would survive, But you would not do any great amount of growing.


  So they had stagnated in their ill-smelling comfortable squalor, stuffing themselves until—


  Until they could only transport themselves a few feet, or not at all. Until their mental powers were so dimmed by gluttony that they were as helpless as babes.


  Maybe.


  Or maybe they could still rouse themselves if they were prodded.


  There was only one way to find out. Tepper ran around to the low door and ducked in.


  The four hulks sat and fed and gently sweated, grunting as they breathed. If they picked up the foreign vibrations of his mind they did not show it.


  He spoke aloud in the language of the Wind People. “Where are the children, the stranger children?”


  Four heads, round hairless domes set on rippling rolls of fat, turned slowly toward him. They did not even open their eyes. They threw him out. One instant he was in the hut, the next instant he was outside, dizzy with the shock.


  He went back in and they hurled him out again.


  But they only threw him a few feet and it took the four of them together to do it.


  Perhaps if he could find one alone, or some that were even fatter and farther gone than these, he could get an answer to his question.


  He ran erratically between the scattered houses, peering inside.


  The women and children apparently had removed themselves to a place of safety and the men were presumably teleporting or driving away the attackers. But in nearly every house, squatting in their comfortable nests and eating, were several of the blubber-mountains.


  Tepper despaired of finding one alone. When he found two he went in.


  “Where are the children?” he demanded. “The boy and girl that were stolen from me?”


  He glared at them with savage eyes.


  They turned just as the others had and he felt an impact that staggered him, but they could not transport him out of the hut. He struck the nearest one angrily across the head with his rifle barrel.


  “Answer me or I’ll hurt you so you won’t be able to cat. Where are they?”


  The one he had struck whimpered and moaned, dropping his food to clutch his head. The other one opened his eyes, dull little pinpoints of malice sunk in lardy folds. A second impact jarred Tepper as violent as the Felshi could make it but weaker by half than the first. Tepper grinned unpleasantly and advanced with his rifle upraised.


  “You can’t drive me out. Where are the children?”


  “Not—know,” whispered the Felshi.


  Tepper hit him. Not hard enough to damage him, not just yet, but hard enough across the mouth to remind him.


  “Where?”


  He struck the lump of food out of the creature’s hands and kicked it away.


  “Where?”


  “In—temple,” the Felshi whispered.


  Tepper grabbed the creature by the throat. “Why? Why did you take and keep them?”


  A slyness flickered briefly in the dim eyes of the Felshi. “Hostages,” he mumbled. “More Earthmen might come—later.”


  Tepper understood then. The Felshi powers could handle a few dozen men, perhaps. But they must be aware of Earth weapons, and what they could do. With the children here, long-range weapons could not be used on them.


  He ran out of the hut and through the streets toward the large building he had seen, that was shaped incredibly like a great stone snowflake.


  It was closer to the fighting. Intermittent flares lit the walls of the weird houses. There were screams and cries. He thought the Wind and Grass People were giving back. As soon as they found out what strange things were happening to them they would run for sure, schooling or not. It would be a while before the Felshi were wiped out. Unfortunately.


  The temple loomed up in front of him. He did not see any light or movement inside. He went through the first door he found, moving recklessly but ready to shoot at anything he saw. All he saw was darkness, relieved by fitful gleams from the bursts outside. There was a long corridor and then a huge central space with nothing in it but shadows and some kind of a square construction in the middle of it.


  He shouted, “Nancy! Larry!” in a voice of wild desperation.


  And they answered.


  He ran to the big shadowy square. It was eight feet high and their voices seemed to come from inside it. He ran all around it and could find no entrance, and then he realized that Nancy was screaming, “The top, the top!” He jumped and pulled himself up to the top of the wall. The square was a stone pen, open at the top for air, and he had no doubt the Felshi had instantaneously thought it into being to hold their small hostages.


  “Uncle Jack,” Nancy sobbed from down below. “Oh, please, Uncle Jack!”


  He jumped down and lifted them up to the top one by one and then climbed up again and got them down on the other side.


  “Now,” he said, “if we run like hell we may have a chance. If we can get clear of the village while the fighting is still on, before the Felshi start coming back—”


  And before they can turn the attention of their minds to us.


  He led the children to the door and into the street. They ran. And Tepper remembered how he had run before, just this way, with Larry heavy in his arms and Nancy’s thin legs not quite able to keep up, and he thought, If they take them from me again I’ll kill them all before I die, no matter what they do.


  They reached the edge of the village and left it behind, running through the trees of the canyon floor? Tepper had circled the battle, so that when he reached the rim of the canyon wall, if he did reach it, he would be well beyond the place where he had killed the lookout and started the whole thing. The sounds of it were getting ragged now, the shots few and far between. He climbed the slope, panting and scrabbling in the grass, dragging himself at last over the rim and pulling Nancy after him.


  There was a crashing and thudding in the thorns not twenty feet away. Somebody screamed, a wild howl of pain and terror, Tepper whirled around. One after the other, three men of the Wind People dropped out of the sky and into the bushes where the Felshi had thrown them bodily. One of them must have died instantly, but the other two were only hurt, and one of them was Vurll.


  Vurll had dropped his rifle, but he still had his long knife. He saw Tepper, and rage and hate replaced the fright in his face and he started forward. And Tepper thought, Sandihir’s dead and Vurll s alive, the sons-of-bitches always come through—but not this time! He fired.


  He did not miss. And now the way was clear. The Felshi would be busy for a while with the warriors—long enough, he hoped, for a man with long legs and a powerful determination to get out of their country.


  He set off into the bush with the two children, and no one stopped them . . .


  Days later, in Terraopolis, he stood at the barrier fence and watched a great silver ship hurtle into the sky, carrying the youth and future of the Tepper family to Earth and safety.


  Perhaps I should have gone with them, Tepper thought. But what good would I do them, how could I make a home for them? My home is here, and by God I’m going to stay and fight for it. For myself, and for them.


  He was not the only one. There were others, first, second, third generation, who were not going to be driven like sheep from their land. Already they were forming a territorial army, recruiting men, and determined to fight it out.


  And damn it, why not? He knew what the cry would be on Karth, on the old settled planets where battles had all been fought long ago and forgotten. They would weep tears of love and admiration back there for the noble native Tharinese who only wanted peaceful self-determination and who were being kept from their rights by the grasping Earthmen who had stolen their grain-fields.


  Well, thought Tepper, the hell with them. I’m not an Earthman—not I! I’m a man, and I try to be a decent man, wherever I am.


  And Sandihir wasn’t a Tharinese. He was a man too, and a better one than most. It’s time the sentimentalists back there quit talking about “natives” as though there were something sacred about them. It’s time they asked only if men acted like men or like bastards. For the bastards, like Strann and Moheen, are going to pay for their actions even if they are natives twenty times over. And there will be peace here again.


  Perhaps, he thought, if I and my rifle and others like me hold out, the young Teppers may come back some day not too far off to Old Farm and to their native world . . .


  KILL ME IF YOU CAN


  Imagination Science Fiction, June 1957


  BARTOL STOOD ON the balcony of the Grand Palace and waved, smilingly, at the throngs of people below. He couldn’t help it; he struggled silently against the implanted hypnotic commands, but it did no good. He waved and smiled. And the crowd cheered automatically for their Autarch.


  And then the energy bolt slammed against the metaglass window that separated him from the cheering crowds. It only took a fraction of a second for the beam to burn through, but in that fraction of a second, the automatic protection devices took over.


  Bartol dropped as the floor beneath him dissolved, plummeting him into a tubular chute that slanted back into the Grand Palace. The beam sizzled hotly above his head, filling the balcony with blue-white light, and then Bartol was in darkness.


  He was sliding down the polished metal of the chute, dropping and curving away from the balcony floor. Then, quite suddenly, a light appeared ahead of him, and he slid out of the tube onto a polished floor.


  The Commander was standing nearby. A half smile played over his hard, thin, gray face. “You look very undignified for the Autarch of Apollyon. Get up.”


  But I’m not the Autarch! Bartol thought. I’m just plain Rad Bartol!


  But he couldn’t speak the words.


  The hypnotic injunction in his mind prevented him from ever denying that he was the Autarch or even acting as though he were not.


  The Commander knew who he was, of course. As Bartol stood up and straightened his gaudy uniform, the Commander said: “So far, we’ve fooled them. The Autarch will reward you handsomely for this, Bartol. You’ve done well.” He waved at a nearby screen. “The attack has stopped already. We haven’t spotted the Assassin yet—but we will eventually.


  “Now, if you will excuse me for a moment—” there was deep sarcasm in his voice “—I will check the progress of the search.”


  Bartol stood there in his gaudy red-and-gold uniform, waiting for further orders from the Commander, trying to break the bonds that held his mind.


  It had been nine days ago that Bartol had been arrested—secretly.


  The android robots of the Peace Administration had come to his apartment in the middle of the night and taken him into custody. He was only a common citizen of Apollyon, and had done nothing—at least, nothing that he could remember.


  But instead of being taken before an ordinary Peace Administrator, he had been taken before the Peace Commander himself.


  The blank-faced robots had held him, gently, but firmly in their rubbery hands, while the Commander had looked him over.


  “Almost perfect,” he had said at last.


  “What am I accused of?” Bartol asked. “I demand to know the charges!”


  For an instant, the Commander’s face had blazed with anger. “Demand? What right has an arrested man to demand anything? As a citizen of Apollyon, it is your duty to submit to authority.” Then his face softened. “But, come, citizen Bartol; relax. There are no charges.”


  “Then why—”


  “No questions. You will learn.”


  He had learned, all right. The Commander had selected him as a double for the Autarch himself! Every citizen of the planet Apollyon had his mental and physical characteristics on file in the Master Records of the Grand Palace. To select a double for the Autarch, it was only necessary to feed the physical characteristics of Apollyon’s absolute ruler into Master Records. The computer compared his total appearance with everyone else on the planet and had come up with the one man who most closely resembled him.


  Rad Bartol.


  Bartol had asked: “But why is this necessary? Why not use an android double?”


  Feeling in a somewhat expansive mood, the Commander explained. “Because there are instruments which can tell the radiation of a human brain from the coarser vibrations of a metal-colloid brain. No robot could pass; you can.


  “Now, I don’t want you to feel that we are sacrificing you, so to speak. Every effort will be made to save your life. But we feel that it is better for the Benevolent Society of Assassins to nail you than for them to nail the Autarch. Don’t you agree?”


  Bartol most definitely did not; he had no more intention of dying for the tyrant dictator of Apollyon than he had of running away. But he smiled and said: “It would be a citizen’s greatest privilege.”


  “You may wonder,” the Commander had continued, “why we take such precautions against the Benevolent Society of Assassins. It is, after all, their sworn duty to attempt to assassinate the Autarch every five years. It is the democratic way of doing things, in order to change Autarchs.


  “However, this time we are taking extra precautions because it is rumored that the Galactic League is secretly aiding the Society. They wish to inaugurate the Free Planet of Apollyon into their stupid League.


  “They are, of course, too cowardly and chicken-hearted to attempt to do so by force—the warrior’s way. So, they are attempting to do so by infiltrating our planet with spies and saboteurs. And this time, we have reason to believe they are behind the BSA.”


  Bartol had listened silently. The Commander was handing out the same line of propaganda that had been handed out by Autarchs and their cohorts for fifty years. It was nothing new.


  “Now, of course,” the Commander explained, “you must submit to hypnotic treatment; this must be done perfectly.”


  The hypnosis and the slight surgery that had made Bartol into an almost perfect replica of the Autarch of Apollyon had taken nine days.


  And on the ninth day, he had made the balcony speech in which he had formally accepted the challenge of the BSA. One attempt had already been made on his life.


  The rules of the Benevolent Society of Assassins were strict. One man and one man only was permitted to attempt the assassination of the Autarch. If he succeeded, he became Autarch. If he did not—he died.


  Success depended partly on the loyalty of the Peace Administration. If its Commander were inefficient, weak, or disloyal, the Autarch might die. But an Autarch always killed the old Commander, so there was no chance of disloyalty. But inefficiency, stupidity, and weakness were another matter.


  The first attempt on his life had failed. But there would be more. Bartol stood there, resplendent in his uniform, while the Commander watched the screens.


  There were about a dozen androids in the room, moving here and there, dispatching orders as the Commander gave them.


  Finally, the Commander turned. His face looked quite calm. The BSA androids have started their attack on the Palace. My own androids are holding them off so far, of course, but that is only part of the diversion. The real, human assassin may get into the Palace by trickery. After that, it will be up to you.”


  He walked over to an arms cabinet. “Your personal equipment is here. Force-field belt, cutter beam—everything. And may I say—good luck.”


  A moment later, Bartol was seated in the private citadel of the Autarch himself, waiting for a murderer to come after him.


  He rubbed his temples, trying to think. There was something he was supposed to do. What? It kept nagging at the corner of his mind, but it wouldn’t come out into the open. Damn the Commander and his hypnotic compulsions!


  What was it he kept trying to remember? Something he must remember! It was something about the Galactic League—was it something the Commander had told him?


  The Galactic League was made up of some of the most powerful governments in the Galaxy. Their sole law, throughout the Galaxy, was that any planet could have the kind of government it wanted, except a government imposed by force.


  And yet, the League never enforced that law—at least not by using space battleships and atomic bombs. They could send directives and remonstrances, but the Autarchs of Apollyon had been ignoring those for fifty years, and would go right on doing so.


  Bartol shook his head again. He couldn’t remember what was so important about the League. Probably some order that the Commander had given him which would become operative at a crucial moment. It was more deeply buried in his subconscious than the other orders.


  The little speaker imbedded in his ear crackled. “Autarch! There’s a disturbance on the fifth level! The assassin has entered the Palace!” It was the Commander’s voice.


  Suddenly, something clicked in Bartol’s mind. He glanced down at his bright uniform and then looked at the plain gray of the android guards.


  “You! Guard! Strip off that uniform! Quickly!”


  Automatically, the android robot obeyed. At the same time, Bartol took off his own clothing. He changed with the guard and rearmed himself.


  “Neither of you know where I am going. You will forget seeing me leave.”


  They nodded. He was the Autarch, as far as they knew; they would obey every order.


  Quietly, he walked over to the heavy door that guarded the citadel, opened it, and stepped out into the corridor.


  The assassin was on the fifth level. Seven levels above him! The citadel was buried deep beneath the surface.


  “We have two semiportable blasters aimed at him,” said the voice in Bartol’s ear. “We—wait! Too late! He burned his way through the wall! Get that gun around to the other hall! Cut him off!”


  The Commander’s voice kept on. In his excitement, he had forgotten that Bartol could still hear him.


  Bartol listened for a moment smiling. His job was to get his enemy before that enemy killed him. He was not going to wait in the citadel to be killed.


  Faintly, he could feel the vibration of heavy beam rifles as they fired at the fast-moving assassin.


  “He’s wearing a force shield!” the Commander said. “But what a force shield! Hand guns have no effect, and even a beam-rifle doesn’t bother him!”


  Bartol kept listening, but he started doing some fast moving himself. First, to the elevator. The elevator was locked, but Bartol burned the door open, wondering whether the car was above or below him. It was below, just as he had expected. One flash of his cutter beam, and the cables parted. There was a faint crash from far below as the automatic brakes grabbed, holding the car in place.


  He still had to move fast. There was death waiting for him, and it might yet overtake him. If only the Commander kept busy with the assassin!


  He listened. The Commander was still in his citadel, trying to stop the BSA killer. Only heavy-duty guns would knock the assassin out, and they were clumsy and hard to move. The BSA man had to take a roundabout route, but he was working his way steadily toward the citadel of the Autarch, where an android in a gaudy uniform was waiting for him.


  The assassin charged through a group of androids armed with handguns. He bowled them over and kept on running. Bartol wished he could follow the action with a vision screen, as the Commander was.


  As he listened, Bartol was running down the corridor toward a second elevator. He burned open the door. This time the car was above him. He leaned into the shaft and-fired a beam upwards. There was a flare and a grinding crash as the second elevator was destroyed.


  Then he stepped into a nearby closet and carefully burned a hole in the floor. The heat was intense in the little room, but his own body shield protected him.


  As soon as the hole in the floor was big enough, Bartol dropped through it to the level below. There was no one in the room.


  He smiled grimly to himself as he ran down another corridor. There were only a few human beings in the Palace; all the others were androids. One of those humans was trying to kill him, the others didn’t care whether he died or not, so long as his objective was achieved.


  At the end of the corridor, he came abruptly on two android guards. One of them stopped, then the other. There was a look of confusion on their faces. The first one said: “It is forbidden to have two assassins. And yet, you are human. You—”


  Bartol burned them both down before they could go any further. He didn’t want them spreading the alarm any sooner than necessary.


  He ran on, still listening to the buzzing in his ear. The two dead androids hadn’t recognized his face as that of the Autarch, but they’d known there was something wrong.


  The earpiece was still giving orders.


  “He’s over the Autarch’s citadel! That doesn’t give us much time. Autarch! Get out of that room! He’s burning a hole through the roof!”


  He was addressing Bartol, of course, but Bartol kept moving. The Commander didn’t know that his phony Autarch had already left the citadel.


  Bartol dodged into a bathroom. No android would be in there—they didn’t need to. He burned another hole in the floor, dropped through it into another bathroom. Again he burned through the floor.


  “Autarch! Get out of that room! Leave the citadel immediately! It’s your only chance!”


  I knew that several minutes ago, Bartol thought.


  He only had seconds now.


  The assassin blasted his way into the citadel and cut down both the guards. Then he blasted the figure in the gaudy uniform.


  “That wasn’t Bart—uh—the Autarch!” the Commander’s voice came.


  Damn right it wasn’t! Bartol thought. He sprinted down a stairway. In the lower sublevels of the Palace, the lighting was widely spaced. Here were the storage levels, and the power supplies. He wanted to stay away from the power rooms; they would be heavily guarded.


  “Autarch! Where are you! Answer! Where are you! The assassin knows that wasn’t you! He’s heading downward! Where are you?”


  He’s getting panicky, Bartol thought with grim amusement. He knows I wouldn’t dare answer. The assassin can tap these communications.


  The assassin, whoever he was, must have weapons of tremendous power to be able to burn his way into the Autarch’s citadel so easily. He could move downward from floor to floor a lot more rapidly that Bartol could.


  Bartol knew exactly where he was going—if only he could get there in time!


  He ran through the dimly lit halls which were piled high with crates and boxes. At last he came to a wall which looked like any other wall—but Bartol knew it was different.


  “Autarch!” the ear speaker crackled. “What are you doing down there? Why are you in the storage compartments?”


  “I’m hiding,” snapped Bartol. He knows where I am now. I’ll have to work fast.


  He pressed his thumb against a hidden niche in the wall. A tiny device recorded his thumbprint, checked it against previous patterns, and then clicked. A panel slid aside. Within it was a curiously shaped helmet.


  Bartol could hear the pounding of android feet all around him; Nearby, a wall started to smoke. He slammed the helmet on his head, locked the chinpiece into place, and activated the mechanism within the dome.


  “Where are you? What was that helmet? The assassin is coming down!”


  Evidently, the now-panicky Commander was watching him in the vision screens. He wouldn’t see anything now; Bartol was invisible to infrabeams.


  Unfortunately, he was still visible to normal vision. The nearby wall cascaded outward with a splash of molten metal, and an android stepped through, firing a heavy beam-rifle. The beam struck Bartol with a glare of blue-white light—and splashed.


  With the helmet on, Bartol was just as impervious to ordinary beams as the assassin who was even now burning his way down through the Palace. Like the assassin, all he had to do was avoid anything as heavy as a semiportable.


  Bartol stepped directly into the blazing muzzle of the rifle. The tremendous energy being reflected from his body shield dazed the android. Bartol jerked the rifle from its hands and burned it down. He swung around just as two more of the things rounded a nearby corner. They, too, went down before the white-hot beam of the rifle.


  Then he stepped toward the wall. Under the tremendous power of the special body shield, the wall flowed like wax in a candle flame. It hardly slowed him at all.


  He stopped for a moment, concentrating. Where was his enemy? Dimly at first, then with greater power, the intricate amplifier of the helmet picked up the brain radiations of the man he was looking for.


  In his ear, the speaker was still gibbering.


  Bartol stood a moment longer, synchronizing the helmet with the signals. Then, having located his enemy, he began to move again.


  He headed for the elevators. There was only one. The other ended two levels above. It must be the one.


  He pushed his way through the door and dropped down the open shaft. The antigravity field allowed him to drop rapidly, but not too rapidly; even that marvelously designed helmet couldn’t do everything. It would slow his fall somewhat, but it couldn’t lift him.


  His feet struck the top of the elevator car whose cables he had cut. He changed the polarity of his field and the force was applied vertically instead of radially. His feet melted their way through the top of the car. He reversed the polarity again before he touched the floor of the car.


  The assassin upstairs was running amok, burning down everything in his path and working his way downwards.


  Bartol hesitated just for a second before he went onward. The elevator bar had dropped only a few feet before its brakes had stopped it. Bartol lifted himself up to the level of the floor, burned his way through the elevator door, and stepped out into the corridor.


  He saw the heavy-duty beam-cannon just as the android behind it fired. It was to his right, a few yards down the corridor. The blast of energy roared down the corridor, narrowly missing Bartol as he threw himself back into the elevator. It swung downward, gouging gobbets of flaming metal from the wall, aiming straight for Bartol.


  There was only one way out of the trap. Bartol switched polarity again and turned his generators up to maximum. It wasn’t enough to stop that heavy beam, but—


  He leaped over the coruscating beam and literally dived headfirst into the wall on the other side of the corridor. It melted and gassified before him, hardly slowing his plunge.


  He rolled over and landed on his feet. He kept on running toward the rear wall—through it. He circled through the next room and the next, dodging twice the heavy-duty beams aimed at him. The whole section was becoming a raging inferno; without his body screen, the heat would have been unbearable.


  At last he came to the wall he was looking for. It shimmered slightly, due to the force field that surrounded it. Just in front of the wall, two androids were swinging a heavy-duty cannon around toward him. He fired his own weapon, but they were shielded by more than the portable shields they wore. This section was really fortified!


  He dived toward the androids, sliding under the barrel of the projector just as it blazed into white-hot hell.


  He jumped to his feet and landed a punch on the jaw of the nearest android. It reeled backwards, and the other jumped him. Bartol flipped the second android over his head, slamming it into the face of its partner. They both went down. With two quick blows, he knocked their skulls against the floor. The metal skulls didn’t break, but the metal-colloid brain within ceased to function because of the shock.


  Now came the crucial part. He stepped over to the wall and touched its shimmering surface. It was an ordinary KF-4 field; it had no reactive surface, as did his own. Good! It could be analyzed.


  The mechanism in the helmet went to work, carefully synchronizing its own vibratory frequency with that of the wall. It was slow work; it would take a full twenty seconds, and in that time, plenty could happen.


  It was stupid not to build all the walls with force-fields that would make them impervious to beam guns. But then, the whole set-up on Apollyon was stupid. These petty Autarch-Assassin games could only have been set up by a madman.


  Five android guards ran into the room, firing their beam-rifles. Bartol ignored them; the beams couldn’t touch him. Two more started to pull in a wheeled semiportable. They got it in through the door and swiveled it toward Bartol.


  At that moment, the mechanism in the helmet synchronized with the wall’s force field. Bartol slid through the field, melted through the wall, and stepped through to the other side.


  He hurled himself to the floor instantly as two coruscating beams of ravening heat met at the spot where he had stood. There was another semiportable inside the real citadel of the Autarch of Apollyon.


  Before the Autarch could swivel the gun, Bartol had leaped on him, slamming him to the floor.


  “Don’t kill me!” screamed the man. “I’ll do anything! Just don’t kill me!”


  On the other side of the wall, the androids found themselves helpless. The force field was still up, and they had been forbidden to enter the citadel.


  “I don’t intend to kill you,” Bartol said. “Not unless you act up.”


  He cut off the man’s body shield and pulled the handgun from his holster. Helpless and disarmed, the man cowered on the floor as Bartol stood up.


  He had never seen this man before. The Autarch didn’t look anything like the man Bartol had been doubling for. The Autarch was thin and old-looking. Hatred and fear blazed in his eyes.


  “So you’re Lavod Quom,” Bartol said. “Alias the Autarchs of Apollyon, alias the Peace Commander.”


  “How did you know that name?” the man almost screamed, his voice was so shrill. “Where did you hear it?”


  “We have our ways,” Bartol said. “But never mind. I’m here to tell you that you are under arrest in the name of the Galactic League. The charges are planetary slavery and mass murder.”


  “But—but—how did you do it?” He lay there on the floor, still shivering.


  “It took a lot of thinking,” Bartol told him. “We’ve known what you’ve been doing for a long time now. You set up this little dictatorship so that you could play God with its people. We knew that the Commander was a remote control robot—operated by you. So were all the Autarchs who made public appearances.


  “Then, every five years, you had the Benevolent Society of Assassins pick out someone to kill the Autarch. At the same time, you picked someone to double for the Autarch. Your twisted mind liked to watch two men fight to the death.


  “It didn’t matter which one won. If it was the phony Autarch, you simply put him under suspended animation for use five years later. If it was the assassin, he was immediately killed and an android was made up to duplicate him. Either way, you were safe.”


  “But you couldn’t have known!” Lavod Quom said. “You couldn’t have!”


  “We did, though,” Bartol said bluntly. “But we had to do it legally—we had to stop you according to your own laws. That is the Rule of the League.


  “We’ve had that helmet planted in your palace for two years, waiting for this moment. The Autarch android was studied carefully, and the agent who looked most like him—myself—was sent here. Your records were tampered with so that it would look as though I had always been a citizen of Apollyon. I was put under deep hypnosis, and false memories were implanted. It had to be deep so that your own hypnosis wouldn’t dig anything up. But my compulsion vanished as soon as the assassin entered the Palace.


  “It was all perfectly legal, you see. One human assassin is allowed. That was me. It’s perfectly legal to use trickery. The other assassin which is causing so much trouble upstairs is an android—a special job, like your Peace Commissioner, It’s controlled by a League man. But that android hasn’t killed anyone but androids, anymore than I have.”


  Quom sat up. He giggled foolishly. “You mean I set it up? I brought you here? I picked you out? Why, that’s wonderful! Nobody but me could defeat me—and I did it! That was quite a performance, young man; quite a performance. I’ll see that you’re properly rewarded. I’ll make you Autarch! Yes! And give you a medal, too! I have lots of pretty medals! And I’ll make you another uniform—with more gold on it!” Then he looked up, almost wistfully. “And this time, can I wear a pretty uniform, too?”


  As. he had been babbling, Bartol leaned over and gently grasped both his hands.


  “Sure you can have a uniform.”


  “With gold on it?”


  “With diamonds,” said Bartol. And then the special energy flowed through his hands from the helmet, and the old man collapsed into painless unconsciousness.


  Bartol released him and said softly. “Only I don’t think you’ll want anything that gaudy when the League psychiatrists finish with you.”


  THE DARK BACKWARD


  Venture Science Fiction, May 1958


  IN WINTER, ON an island off the New England coast, you get used to wind-lashed surf, to hardship and struggle, to the cold, lonely life.


  Maybe you get so used to it that you don’t want to hear when the bright future calls . . .


  It seemed to me that in my sleep a clear voice kept crying desperately to me, over and over.


  “Try to remember, Val! You must remember. The frantic insistence of the voice bothered me. I didn’t want to hear it . . . to remember.


  “Val, don’t forget!”


  Don’t forget what? No, I mustn’t think about that. Voice, go away. Go away and let me sleep, get the hell out of here or—I awoke.


  For a moment I lay still, shaken and unsure of myself. Then as the dream and the voice faded out of my mind, I looked soggily around the familial little bedroom.


  Clothes thrown on the floor, and wind-driven rain streaming on the panes, and a gray light sickly on everything. And Mary was gone, and what was the use of anything?


  The clock said I had forty minutes to get to my job at the island’s electric generating station. I dressed, trying not to look at Mary’s picture on the bureau, but that did no good. The room was Mary—she had put her own sweetness and happiness into it, and everywhere I looked I saw her, slim and blonde and smiling fondly at me, just as when she was living.


  I went to the kitchen and cooked scrambled eggs and listened to the volleys of rain and wind kicking up the surf down on the beach. No one, I thought, would get to the mainland today or maybe all week. But in winter time, in a New England offshore island town, you get used to that.


  That queer dream still bothered me, somehow. A fading voice frantically trying to make me remember something, something important. I thought, the hell with remembering.


  I turned on die radio for the early news, while I drank my coffee. The brisk voice did nothing to cheer me up. It was the first winter of the Korean war, and the bulletins only made me think of the war before that, of the stink and mud of the Italian campaign, of all the campaigns before that that I’d gone through. And when the war news was done, Brisk-voice went on with cheery items on how the hydrogen bomb was coming, and bloody riots in Europe and Africa, until I turned it off.


  They can always think up trouble for us, I thought, but they can’t think up any answer to things like a sickness nobody can cure. Then I told myself that I was getting warped. Plenty of people were trying hard to find answers to things like that, and someday they would. But that wouldn’t bring Mary back . . .


  The rain hit me like small-shot when I locked the door and went down the boardwalk. My cottage was one of the newest in town, and was out at the edge of town with nothing but the big sand dunes beyond it. The dunes ran for miles, but you couldn’t see them with this smother of rain coming down. I turned my back on them and on the house, and dumped along into town.


  The sea was gray and angry under the heavy sky, and the white houses and narrow streets of the little town looked deserted. I met young Doc Haring and he looked at me through his rain-spotted glasses as though he was not happy with the weather.


  “A real southwester, Val. Bet it goes on all week.”


  “Let it,” I said. “I’m not going any place.”


  “Old man Bartlett is worse,” he told me. “Got to get along.” When I got to the little generating station that made electricity for Botts’ Island, I found Joe Klimmer, the night man, dozing.


  “Worst blow so far this winter,” he said, and yawned, and went home.


  I checked the gas-engine and the dynamo, and lighted a cigarette, and listened to the wind and the rain.


  “Val, don’t forget!”


  I wished I could get that dream, that voice, out of my mind. If it had been Mary’s voice, I could have understood it, but it hadn’t been. Her voice had been low and husky and sweet, and this voice wasn’t like that at all.


  I wondered again what it was I mustn’t forget. I had a lot of things I wanted to forget—the times I couldn’t get a job, and the war that yanked me out of the job I did get, and the good friends I’d seen smeared by mortar-fire, and—


  I got up and checked everything over again, even though I knew it wasn’t necessary. I kept myself busy all day, doing things that didn’t need to be done.


  Late that afternoon it seemed to me that the rain might be letting up a little, and I stopped out of the little brick building to look. I was wrong, it was raining and blowing as hard as ever.


  That was when I saw it.


  It was just barely visible through the driving murk, away off in the distance over the sea. It looked like a silver fish, flying fast and low. It had no wings, and it was shaped like a teardrop.


  The gray smother drove down thicker, and it was gone.


  I stood and stared, but I didn’t see it again.


  A plane? I knew damned well that that sleek shape hadn’t been any plane ever heard of. But what?


  I watched and watched, but saw nothing more. Then it got dark and Vernon, the second-trick man, came to relieve me.


  As I walked back through town, I was still wondering about what I’d seen. I wanted to keep thinking about it—I didn’t want to go back to the dark, quiet cottage. So I went looking for Bodie Wilkes, our mayor.


  He was locking up his hardware store, the wind whipping his topcoat up around his legs. He said:


  “Any trouble at the station, Val?”


  “No, not that,” I said. “But I’m wondering if a plane got caught in the storm. I saw one—only it didn’t look like any plane I ever saw before.”


  He whipped around to face me. I’d known Bodie Wilkes all my life, and yet there was something about his big, ruddy, fleshy face that startled me. It was his eyes. AH of a sudden, it seemed to me that they were as bright and big as moons.


  “A plane? What kind of a plane?”


  I told him, and he seemed to hang on my every word. But then he began shaking his head.


  “Never heard of anything like that, Val. Maybe some new experimental model. Which way was it heading?”


  “Northeast, I thought.”


  He continued to shake his head, as the wind threw stinging rain into the doorway where we stood.


  “Well, if there’s somebody in trouble out there, nothing we can do about it. Can’t send a small boat out in this. But I’ll call Coast Guard on the mainland, by the radio.”


  He seemed to have gotten over his momentary start, and now was buttoning up his topcoat. I left him and went on through town. But when a gust of rain made me turn my head, I saw Bodie Wilkes still standing there in front of his store, staring after me.


  I wondered why my story had upset him so. And what was it I’d seen, anyway? That flying teardrop thing hadn’t been a plane, experimental or otherwise. But what, then? I was still wondering when I reached my house.


  This was the worst moment of my day, this coming home in the dark to a dark little house with no one in it. I unlocked the door and went in and closed the door on its spring-latch, and was reaching for the switch when I stopped.


  There was someone here in the dark. I had heard the sigh that spring cushions make when someone in a chair gets up.


  I snapped the light on fast. Then I got my second big surprise.


  There were a young man and a girl here in my living-room. They wore clothes such as I’d never seen before—one-piece coverall garments, not made of cloth but of some fabric that shone and shimmered as though it had been woven out of moonlight.


  The man had a wary, distrustful look on his black-browed, aquiline face, as he looked at me. I saw his hand come out of a pocket, holding a thing like a little metal prism.


  The girl said to him fast, “No, Jere! Put it away!”


  The man answered her, without taking his eyes off me. “Look at his face. He doesn’t know us. We can’t take chances.”


  The girl stepped closer to me. She was not pretty as Mary had been, but she was dark and handsome, and her black eyes were brilliant with excitement and tension as she looked at me.


  She said, “Val, don’t you know me? I’m Laryl.”


  I stared at her and at the man—at their queer clothes and at the thing the man held in his hand.


  “I never saw you before,” I said. Rainwater was dripping off my slicker and making little puddles around me on the living-room rug. I asked, “Who are you two, anyway? How did you get in here?”


  The girl who called herself Laryl had a look of pain in her eyes now. She said, “After what we were to each other, you still forgot.”


  “Listen,” I said. “What is this you’re trying to pull? I don’t know you. And no woman was ever anything to me, except Mary.”


  Her hand flashed out and slapped my face. There were furious tears in her eyes. “Damn your Mary!” she said. “You—”


  “Laryl, wait,” said the man Jere, and caught her arm. “You can’t tell him, not that way. I warned you. Be careful.”


  “Tell me what?” I said.


  The whole thing was crazy. Me in my wet slicker standing there in my own house, facing these two who wore clothes such as I’d never seen before, and who were trying to make me believe I knew them. There was something about them so strange, so different, that suddenly I had a cold, scared feeling.


  “Whoever you are, get out of here,” I said. “I don’t know what you’re up to or how you got here but—”


  I was interrupted by a pounding outside my front door. A voice called through the door, the voice of Bodie Wilkes.


  “Vail Val Adams!”


  The man called Jere moved quickly and silently. He swept the girl to one side and pointed the little prism at me, and his face was tight and dangerous.


  “Don’t unlock that door!” he whispered to me. “And keep your voice down.”


  Laryl, the girl, said in a low voice, “It’s Carvallo, out there.” Jere nodded grimly. “I know. He suspects.”


  “Are you two nuts?” I asked, and in spite of myself my voice rose a little. “It’s Bodie Wilkes, our mayor. I’ve known him all my life.”


  Bodie was still pounding on the locked door, and shouting.


  “Who’s in there with you, Val? I can hear you talking. You open up!”


  Jere looked at the girl in a strained, tense way, and whispered, “There’s no time to do it the slow way, Laryl.”


  She made a gesture of appeal, of protest. “Jere, we can’t—”


  I’d had enough of them and their veiled talk and their incomprehensible references. Something about their strangeness scared me more and more, and of a sudden I remembered that alien tear-drop craft I had glimpsed in the storm.


  I said, “The hell with you, I’m letting Bodie in,” and turned toward the door.


  There was a little buzzing sound and something exploded quietly in my head. I went numb, and tried to turn, and started falling, and I saw Jere holding that prism toward me.


  I didn’t quite fall, for Laryl darted forward and supported me. And I didn’t lose consciousness. It was just that my whole body lost feeling and I couldn’t make my arms and legs work and my head wasn’t quite clear.


  Bodie Wilkes quit hammering on the door, and I heard his footsteps as he ran down off the little porch.


  The girl Laryl, with her arm around me, was amazingly strong. She looked at me, and there was some strong, strained emotion on her dark face.


  “Trust us, Val,” she said. “We can’t explain now—”


  Trust them? I thought foggily that that was really funny. Two people come out of nowhere dressed like no one ever dressed, and talk crazy talk and hit me with some kind of a weapon I never heard of before, and then want me to trust them.


  Jere had sprung to the door and was listening. “Carvallo’s gone,” he told the girl. “To get the others. This island is a trap, and we’ve got to get off it fast.”


  He came and put one arm around me, with Laryl supporting me from the other side.


  He said, “Out the back way. We’d better get to the flitter quickly.”


  I sagged between them, feeling helpless and wooden and like a rag man stuffed with sawdust. Whatever that damn prism had done to me, the effects were lasting.


  They started walking me back through the house, between them. My heels dragged on the floor. If I could have fought them I would have, for underneath my numbness I was more scared than before.


  Botts’ Island was a quiet place. And I’d lived here all my life, except for my war years. First with my parents, and later, after they died, with Mary for the year I’d had with her. And now, of a sudden, all this.


  They took me through the kitchen, half carrying and half dragging me, and out the back door. The wind and the rain hit us like a fist, and in the darkness I could hear the surf groaning along the shore. The little white houses along East Road, of which my own cottage was the last, showed a vague glimmer of lighted windows.


  Laryl whispered in my ear as she helped carry me along.


  “Were doing this for you, Val. You’ll be glad later—”


  She and Jere dragged me between them out of my back yard, and headed inland. I wondered vaguely where they were taking me. There was nothing inland but dunes and more dunes.


  They got me up onto a little ridge covered with salt-grass, and turned around to look. They had to turn me around with them, so I saw too.


  Lights were bobbing and flashing around my little house, portable spotlights that threw long bright beams through the darkness and rain. There were four of the lights.


  Jere muttered an oath. “Carvallo didn’t waste any time.”


  If that was Bodie Wilkes down there, I couldn’t understand why he would come with others hunting for me, just because I hadn’t let him into the house. And why did they call him Carvallo?


  The four lights back there separated, stringing out in a line and advancing in our direction.


  Jere spoke quickly, and he and Laryl dropped down, carrying me down with them, onto the wet grass behind the ridge.


  I knew I had to yell. I tried to get the yell out, but my half-paralyzed muscles wouldn’t work fast, and then Jere’s hand closed firmly over my mouth.


  Laryl whispered, “They mustn’t catch us, Val. You’ll understand soon.” And then she added, her lips warm against my ear, “I’ll tell you something. It was me you loved, not Mary.”


  The men down there were coming fast, half-running, flashing their lights this way and that. The angling beams showed me their wet slickers and their faces. Bodie Wilkes was one of them, and Doc Haring another, and the other two were Johnny Gilson, who ran the boat-livery in summer, and Joel Vare, the drugstore owner.


  I’d known them all since I was a boy. But I’d never seen their faces as tense and worried as they looked now in the brief glimpses I got of them as they hurried along . . . could have landed on East or North Beach, or inland,” Bodie was saying. “We’d better split up.”


  I saw Doc Haring run back toward the road, and after a moment his car went racing back toward town. The other three kept going on diverging courses, and my head was pressed right into the wet grass as Jere and Laryl crouched lower behind the ridge.


  I began to feel just a little less numb, a little less foggy. But I still could hardly move a muscle, and I didn’t think I could put up any fight yet.


  After a moment I heard Jere say, “We can’t drag him all the way to the flitter, one of those Keepers is bound to find us before we get there. I’ll bring the flitter here and well make a fast jump.”


  As I slowly straightened my head, I saw Jere handing Laryl the little prism. Then he darted away into the gusty darkness, heading into the dunes.


  Three lights were snarking around some distance along Shore Road, strung out between the dunes and the sea. They were receding now, but I thought a yell might still reach them.


  “Don’t, Val,” said Laryl. The prism glinted in her hand. “Don’t make me do it.”


  I stared at the glimmer of her face in the dark, and all of a sudden I thought I knew what this was all about. I had cracked up.


  I’d seen it happen in the war, to plenty of guys. You take just so much and then you can’t take any more, and you start dreaming up things and people that aren’t there.


  Like everybody else, I’d had my troubles. The death of my parents in a needless auto crash, the long, grim war years, and then, after the year with Mary, the sickness that had killed her. Sure, we all have a grim time of it, sooner or later. Mine was sooner, and now I’d cracked up.


  I sat on the wet, cold grass in the rain and night, with a girl who couldn’t be there holding an impossible weapon on me, and watched the lights that I imagined were carried by Bodie and Vare and Johnny. It was so ridiculous that I laughed, or tried to.


  “Val,” said Laryl, “I know what you’re going through, how uncanny it all must seem to you. But you’ll be all right soon.”


  I managed to speak, my tongue thick in my mouth. “I’m all right now. I’m fine. Except I keep hearing and seeing you, and I know you don’t exist.”


  She answered with sudden passion, “You think so, do you? You’re wrong. It was your Mary who never existed.”


  I laughed again, and it seemed to sting her for she came closer to me and said fiercely:


  “It’s true! If you’d only remember, you’d know it’s true. Try to remember. Remember Project Freewill.”


  Project Freewill.


  It didn’t mean a thing to me, that name. It was perfectly meaningless. And yet when I heard it, something happened.


  It seemed, for a moment, that the whole world, the universe, was crumbling around me. It was as though I’d been snatched right out of the world and was falling through empty space that went on forever, and voices roared and jibbered in my brain as I fell. I made a frantic effort to climb back to reality, to the world I knew . . . and I succeeded.


  Revulsion from that unearthly shock made me lash out wildly, with feeble blows. I knocked Laryl away from me and saw the prism-thing fly out of her hand. Shaking from the uncanny plunge into unreality, I struggled to my feet, and swayed drunkenly, and yelled hoarsely into the windy night.


  “Bodie! Bodie Wilkes! I’m here—here!”


  I saw the nearest of the three lights swing around suddenly and start back toward me. Then there was a whistling rush behind me, and I stumbled around to see a dark bulk flash down out of the darkness.


  It hit the ground and a door in it opened, and there was soft light inside it—enough to show that it was the long teardrop metal craft I had glimpsed over the sea hours before. Then against the lighted door I saw Jere plunging out toward me, his broad shoulders hunched low.


  Laryl had picked herself up and was shouting to him as she ran toward the place where the prism had dropped. I tried to reach it before her, but Jere came between us and his fist knocked me sprawling.


  “Laryl!” he cried, and as I tried to scramble up I saw Bodie Wilkes come up over the ridge, his spotlight flashing from one hand. And in his other hand was another prism.


  He held it out, pointing it at Jere, not at me. But there was a rattlesnake-buzzing close behind me, and Bodies slicker-clad figure sagged and collapsed.


  “You got him, Laryl—out of here fast!” exclaimed Jere. “The others are coming!”


  He jumped at me, and when I flailed with my leaden arms he ignored them arid hit me on the chin. The next thing I knew he and Laryl were dragging me into the teardrop craft, and then there was a whistling screech and I felt as though I lay on the floor of an elevator going up fast.


  After a moment I rolled over and with a struggle, sat up. I was inside a simple metal cabin. Jere sat in front, holding an odd T-shaped lever in his hands, peering through a curved, transparent window. Laryl was there with him, but was watching me and holding the prism ready. There was an aching pity in her face as she looked at me.


  “They’ll call the mainland—but we may still slip by,” said Jere, without turning his head.


  The whistling rose to a shriek. I looked at Laryl and I said, “You killed Bodie Wilkes.”


  “No, Val,” she said. “He’s only stunned. And he isn’t Bodie Wilkes, your mayor. Nothing is what you think it is.”


  Jere said, still without turning, “Don’t tell him, Laryl, you know it’s dangerous.”


  “He’s going to see it in a few moments!” she said. “The shock would be worse, that way. I have to tell him now.”


  She said to me, “Look down through that window, Val.”


  I turned my head and looked down. And on the sea below I saw a cluster of lights.


  We were flying at such speed that I saw them for only a moment. But I glimpsed a huddle of great barges floating there on the sea, and from them big nozzles stuck skyward.


  “A weather-control unit,” said Laryl. “Anchored there, just to create the localized storm that isolated your island.”


  The lights and the half-glimpsed looming nozzles flashed back and were gone.


  “What year do you think it is, Val?” she asked.


  I stared at her. “It’s 1951.”


  She shook her head and now her dark face and her dark eyes had pity in them, deeper than ever, and a fear.


  “It’s 2188, Val. Over two hundred years from the time you think you live in.”


  It didn’t make any sense to me at all, but again I got that unearthly feeling that things were crumpling around me, that the whole universe was just a painted picture that was being torn to shreds, and that I was falling out of it into an abyss.


  Laryl rushed on. “It’s true, Val.


  The world you thought you lived in was long ago. Things have changed, since then. We’ve conquered war and nationalism. We’ve conquered the planets. The old parliamentary governments are gone and we have the interlocking Managerial Boards that run the world by careful plan. And when any intelligent person defies the Boards, he’s not punished in the crude old ways of prison penalties. He’s given an object lesson.”


  I could only stare at her, and say stupidly, “An object lesson?”


  “Correction, they call it,” said Laryl bitterly. “He’s made to live for a while in the old anarchic 20th Century—by making him think he lives in 1951.”


  “No,” I said, not believing her but feeling that every word she spoke was shattering my universe to smaller fragments. “Oh, no!”


  “It’s true, Val! It’s easy for the psychological science of today. They numb all your real memories of your real life. Then, from prepared encephalographic recordings, they feed a false set of memories into your brain. And you wake up on Correction Island, you and the others undergoing correction. You have false, clear memories of them, and they have false memories of you, and you’re isolated there by storm. You think you live in 1951, you get fake radio news and newspapers, and you have all the heartaches that people had in those old days, all the unnecessary grief from war and sickness and misgovernment. The Keepers, like Carvallo, see that the illusion is kept up and you never suspect them because you have false memories of them too.”


  “But,” I said numbly, “beside Bodie Wilkes there were Doc Haring and Johnny Gilson and Joel Vare too—”


  “Carvallo’s assistant Keepers,” said Laryl. “They must have been, he’d never let other prisoners on the island learn the truth—not till correction is over. Then they give back your real memories, and you’re cured of rebellious thinking by the terrible experience of ‘living’ in 1951.”


  I whispered, “You’re telling me that my whole life—that Mary—never existed. It’s a lie. It’s a filthy lie.”


  “Try to remember, Vail” she cried. “You were one of us—a group of young scientists who hated the way our work is arbitrarily assigned to us. You helped us form the secret resistance movement we called Project Freewill. You were the one they caught and sentenced to Correction Island.”


  She added, “Before they sent you out, I got to you and tried to make you remember your real life—to give you a mental block to their process.”


  And that, I thought, was where that voice in my dream had come from.


  Laryl was saying, “And when that failed, my brother Jere and I came to get you out!”


  Jere said, in a dull, flat voice, “And we failed. Look out there . . .” I looked out, mechanically. I saw four glittering tear-drop fliers racing along near us, closing in on us.


  A metallic voice spoke from a panel in this cabin. “Detention order. You will follow us in.”


  Jere said heavily, “I’ll follow.” I looked ahead, for there was light there. And then I saw the mainland coast. There was no storm here, and I could see it clearly.


  And it was not the dark New England coast of farms and scattered towns that I had known for what seemed a lifetime. It was like nothing I had ever seen before.


  North and south, as far as I could see, marched great lighted pylons, symmetrically arranged, the glittering towers of a city that went on forever. Over them flashed tear-drop flitters like ours and our grim escort, and there were lights and gliding vehicles in the streets.


  “It’s not true,” I said. “I don’t remember this. No—I can’t—” Falling, plunging, into unreality with the whole fabric of the universe ripped asunder and my mind screaming for something tangible to cling to, something real . . .


  Laryl, watching me with tears oil her cheeks, cried, “Jere, you were right. He can’t stand it this way. Forgive me, Val—”


  The prism in her hand buzzed loudly and I went down into a peaceful darkness.


  I came out of that darkness in the Psycho-Mechanics laboratories, and I was my own self again. The skilled men there had reawakened the memories they had previously numbed, and I remembered my life, the real life of Val Adams in this year 2188.


  Childhood, boyhood, the schools and universities and family and friends—I remembered all. And I remembered Project Freewill and the resentment that had driven us younger scientists into forming that small protest against the Boards. The false memories of die life of Val Adams of 1951—I still had those too, but I knew them now for phantoms that had never existed.


  They took me to an office, and I sat across a desk from a thin, middle-aged and overworked man who represented, for my minor case, the majesty of the Boards.


  “No such premature interruption of Correction has ever happened before,” he commented worriedly. “It makes things a little awkward. It’s impossible psychologically to give you Correction again, or to give it to your two friends now that they’ve seen the island and the Keepers.”


  He put down the papers he’d been looking over and glanced at me, speaking in that detached yet earnestly anxious way that has come to be the mark of a government man.


  “Has the small amount of Correction you experienced made any change in your ideas, Adams?”


  “In some ways,” I said. “But not the way you mean. I still protest the arbitrary assignment of scientists by the Boards. Scientific inquiry should be free.”


  He shook his head. “Free is a fine word. An animal skulking in the forest is free. But we came out of the forests a long time ago. And every advance we’ve made has meant giving up a little of that freedom for the common good.”


  He paused, then said, “You lived, for a little while, in the days two centuries ago when there were no Managerial Boards, when nations were free to smash each other, when scientists were set to making weapons instead of fighting the real enemies of man. War, sickness, stunted lives—you were for a time one of the people who lived in that kind of world, and you should know better now.”


  I thought of the Val Adams who had never been, and all his heartaches, and I shook my head.


  I said, “They had painful lives, those people, yes. Yet out of their pain they built our world. I keep wondering what we’re building.” He looked a little unhappy, and began neatly stacking together the papers he had been examining.


  “I was afraid it would be so,” he sighed. “Your Correction was interrupted by your well-meaning friends, and it’s not our fault if you came out of it with your memories and emotions muddled.” He wrote carefully on each one of the three sets of papers, and said without looking up:


  “I am sending you three back to your regular type of work, but at Ganymede Colony this time. It’s not a comfortable place yet, and we shall hope that the less organized state of things there will more nearly suit your temperaments.”


  He added, as I rose, “In the grim old days that you seem to think a little admirable, you’d have been sent to a prison. They even killed people as punishment, then. You might think about that.” My little case was disposed of, and I went out. Laryl and her brother were waiting in the corridor, and I wondered how I could ever have forgotten them.


  “Ganymede,” I said, and Jere nodded.


  “I know. Well, it’ll be different. And we’ll keep Project Freewill going.”


  “Yes,” I said.


  He went away, and Laryl came up to me, her eyes anxiously searching my face.


  “You are yourself again, Val?” I took her in my arms, and she felt right there. The old love for her welled up in me, and I kissed her long and hard. “Just the same,” I said to her softly. “Just the same.”


  But even as I said it, I wondered. Was I really the same? She was the Laryl I’d loved, dark and passionate and strong, and I remembered and loved her still. But now there was someone else in my memory, someone who had not been there before. A smiling girl with yellow hair and happy eyes who had never existed for the rest of the world, but who still did for me.


  I told myself that the corner of my mind that kept crying “Mary, Mary!” would not yearn for a phantom forever.


  But an old poet said that He who lives more lives than one, more deaths than one must die . . . And I wondered.


  REQUIEM


  Amazing Stories, April 1962


  KELLON THOUGHT SOURLY that he wasn’t commanding a star-ship, he was running a travelling circus. He had aboard telaudio men with tons of equipment, pontifical commentators who knew the answer to anything, beautiful females who were experts on the woman’s angle, pompous bureaucrats after publicity, and entertainment stars who had come along for the same reason.


  He had had a good ship and crew, one of the best in the Survey. Had had. They weren’t any more. They had been taken off their proper job of pushing astrographical knowledge ever further into the remote regions of the galaxy, and had been sent off with this cargo of costly people on a totally unnecessary mission.


  He said bitterly to himself, “Damn all sentimentalists.”


  He said aloud, “Does its position check with your calculated orbit, Mr. Riney?”


  Riney, the Second, a young and serious man who had been fussing with instruments in the astrogation room, came out and said, “Yes. Right on the nose. Shall we go in and land now?”


  Kellon didn’t answer for a moment, standing there in the front of the bridge, a middle-aged man, stocky, square-shouldered, and with his tanned, plain face showing none of the resentment he felt. He hated to give the order but he had to.


  “All right, take her in.”


  He looked gloomily through the filter-windows as they went in. In this fringe-spiral of the galaxy, stars were relatively infrequent, and there were only ragged drifts of them across the darkness. Full ahead shone a small, compact sun like a diamond. It was a white dwarf and had been so for two thousand years, giving forth so little warmth that the planets which circled it had been frozen and ice-locked all that time. They still were, all except the innermost world.


  Kellon stared at that planet, a tawny blob. The ice that had sheathed it ever since its primary collapsed into a white dwarf, had now melted. Months before, a dark wandering body had passed very close to this lifeless system. Its passing had perturbed the planetary orbits and the inner planets had started to spiral slowly in toward their sun, and the ice had begun to go.


  Viresson, one of the junior officers, came into the bridge looking harassed. He said to Kellon, “They want to see you down below, sir. Especially Mr. Borrodale. He says it’s urgent.”


  Kellon thought wearily, “Well, I might as well go down and face the pack of them. Here’s where they really begin.”


  He nodded to Viresson, and went down below to the main cabin. The sight of it revolted him. Instead of his own men in it, relaxing or chinning, it held a small and noisy mob of overdressed, overloud men and women, all of whom seemed to be talking at once and uttering brittle, nervous laughter.


  “Captain Kellon, I want to ask you—”


  “Captain, if you please—”


  He patiently nodded and smiled and plowed through them to Borrodale. He had been given particular instructions to cooperate with Borrodale, the most famous telaudio commentator in the Federation.


  Borrodale was a slightly plump man with a round pink face and incongruously large and solemn black eyes. When he spoke, one recognized at once that deep, incredibly rich and meaningful voice.


  “My first broadcast is set for thirty minutes from now, Captain. I shall want a view as we go in. If my men could take a mobile up to the bridge—”


  Kellon nodded. “Of course. Mr. Viresson is up there and will assist them in any way.”


  “Thank you, Captain. Would you like to see the broadcast?”


  “I would, yes, but—”


  He was interrupted by Lorri Lee, whose glitteringly handsome face and figure and sophisticated drawl made her the idol of all female telaudio reporters.


  “My broadcast is to be right after landing—remember? I’d like to do it alone, with just the emptiness of that world as background. Can you keep the others from spoiling the effect? Please?”


  “We’ll do what we can,” Kellon mumbled. And as the rest of the pack converged on him he added hastily, “I’ll talk to you later. Mr. Borrodale’s broadcast—”


  He got through them, following after Borrodale toward the cabin that had been set up as a telaudio-transmitter room. It had, Kellon thought bitterly, once served an honest purpose, holding the racks of soil and water and other samples from far worlds. But that had been when they were doing an honest Survey job, not chaperoning chattering fools on this sentimental pilgrimage.


  The broadcasting set-up was beyond Kellon. He didn’t want to hear this but it was better than the mob in the main cabin. He watched as Borrodale made a signal. The monitor-screen came alive.


  It showed a dun-colored globe spinning in space, growing visibly larger as they swept toward it. Now straggling seas were identifiable upon it. Moments passed and Borrodale did not speak, just letting that picture go out. Then his deep voice spoke over the picture, with dramatic simplicity.


  “You are looking at the Earth,” he said.


  Silence again, and the spinning brownish ball was bigger now, with white clouds ragged upon it. And then Borrodale spoke again.


  “You who watch from many worlds in the galaxy—this is the homeland of our race. Speak its name to yourselves. The Earth.”


  Kellon felt a deepening distaste. This was all true, but still it was phony. What was Earth now to him, or to Borrodale, or his billions of listeners? But it was a story, a sentimental occasion, so they had to pump it up into something big.


  “Some thirty-five hundred years ago,” Borrodale was saying, “our ancestors lived on this world alone. That was when they first went into space. To these other planets first—but very soon, to other stars. And so our Federation began, our community of human civilization on many stars and worlds.”


  Now, in the monitor, the view of Earth’s dun globe had been replaced by the face of Borrodale in close-up. He paused dramatically.


  “Then, over two thousand years ago, it was discovered that the sun of Earth was about to collapse into a white dwarf. So those people who still remained on Earth left it forever and when the solar change came, it and the other planets became mantled in eternal ice. And now, within months, the final end of the old planet of our origin is at hand. It is slowly spiralling toward the sun and soon it will plunge into it as Mercury and Venus have already done. And when that occurs, the world of man’s origin will be gone forever.”


  Again the pause, for just the right length of time, and then Borrodale continued in a voice expertly pitched in a lower key.


  “We on this ship—we humble reporters and servants of the vast telaudio audience on all the worlds—have come here so that in these next weeks we can give you this last look at our ancestral world. We think—we hope—that you’ll find interest in recalling a past that is almost legend.”


  And Kellon thought, “The bastard has no more interest in this old planet than I have, but he surely is smooth.”


  As soon as the broadcast ended, Kellon found himself besieged once more by the clamoring crowd in the main cabin. He held up his hand in protest.


  “Please, now, now—we have a landing to make first. Will you come with me, Doctor Darnow?”


  Darnow was from Historical Bureau, and was the titular head of the whole expedition, although no one paid him much attention. He was a sparrowy, elderly man who babbled excitedly as he went with Kellon to the bridge.


  He at least, was sincere in his interest, Kellon thought. For that matter, so were all the dozen-odd scientists who were aboard. But they were far outnumbered by the fat cats and big brass out for publicity, the professional enthusers and sentimentalists. A real hell of a job the Survey had given him!


  In the bridge, he glanced through the window at the dun-colored planet and its satellite. Then he asked Darnow, “You said something about a particular place where you wanted to land?”


  The historiographer bobbed his head, and began unfolding a big, old-fashioned chart.


  “See this continent here? Along its eastern coast were a lot of the biggest cities, like New York.”


  Kellon remembered that name, he’d learned it in school history, a long time ago.


  Darnow’s finger stabbed the chart. “If you could land there, right on the island—”


  Kellon studied the relief features, then shook his head. “Too low. There’ll be great tides as time goes on and we can’t take chances. That higher ground back inland a bit should be all right, though.”


  Darnow looked disappointed. “Well. I suppose you’re right.”


  Kellon told Riney to set up the landing-pattern. Then he asked Darnow skeptically, “You surely don’t expect to find much in those old cities now—not after they’ve had all that ice on them for two thousand years?”


  “They’ll be badly damaged, of course,” Darnow admitted. “But there should be a vast number of relics. I could study here for years—”


  “We haven’t got years, we’ve got only a few months before this planet gets too close to the sun,” said Kellon. And he added mentally, “Thank God.”


  The ship went into its landing-pattern. Atmosphere whined outside its hull and then thick gray clouds boiled and raced around it. It went down through the cloud layer and moved above a dull brown landscape that had flecks of white in its deeper valleys. Far ahead there was the glint of a gray ocean. But the ship came down toward a rolling brown plain and settled there, and then there was the expected thunderclap of silence that always followed the shutting off of all machinery.


  Kellon looked at Riney, who turned in a moment from the test-panel with a slight surprise on his face. “Pressure, oxygen, humidity, everything—all optimum.” And then he said, “But of course. This place was optimum.”


  Kellon nodded. He said, “Doctor Darnow and I will have a look out first. Viresson, you keep our passengers in.”


  When he and Darnow went to the lower airlock he heard a buzzing clamor from the main cabin and he judged that Viresson was having his hands full. The people in there were not used to being said no to, and he could imagine their resentment.


  Cold, damp air struck a chill in Kellon when they stepped down out of the airlock. They stood on muddy, gravelly ground that squashed a little under their boots as they trudged away from the ship. They stopped and looked around, shivering.


  Under the low gray cloudy sky there stretched a sad, sunless brown landscape. Nothing broke the drab color of raw soil, except the shards of ice still lingering in low places. A heavy desultory wind stirred the raw air, and then was still. There was not a sound except the clinkclinking of the ship’s skin cooling and contracting, behind them. Kellon thought that no amount of sentimentality could make this anything but a dreary world.


  But Darnow’s eyes were shining. “We’ll have to make every minute of the time count,” he muttered. “Every minute.”


  Within two hours, the heavy broadcast equipment was being trundled away from the ship on two motor-tracs that headed eastward. On one of the tracs rode Lorri Lee, resplendent in lilac-colored costume of synthesilk.


  Kellon, worried about the possibility of quicksands, went along for that first broadcast from the cliffs that looked down on the ruins of New York. He wished he hadn’t, when it got under way.


  For Lorri Lee, her blonde head bright even in the dull light, turned loose all her practiced charming gestures for the broadcast cameras, as she gestured with pretty excitement down toward the ruins.


  “It’s so unbelievable!” she cried to a thousand worlds. “To be here on Earth, to see the old places again—it does something to you!”


  It did something to Kellon. It made him feel sick at his stomach. He turned and went back to the ship, feeling at that moment that if Lorri Lee went into a quicksand on the way back, it would be no great loss.


  But that first day was only the beginning. The big ship quickly became the center of multifarious and continuous broadcasts. It had been especially equipped to beam strongly to the nearest station in the Federation network, and its transmitters were seldom quiet.


  Kellon found that Darnow, who was supposed to coordinate all this programming, was completely useless. The little historian was living in a seventh heaven on this old planet which had been uncovered to view for the first time in millennia, and he was away most of the time on field trips of his own. It fell to his assistant, an earnest and worried and harassed young man, to try to reconcile the clashing claims and demands of the highly temperamental broadcasting stars.


  Kellon felt an increasing boredom at having to stand around while all this tosh went out over the ether. These people were having a field-day but he didn’t think much of them and of their broadcasts. Roy Quayle, the young male fashion designer, put on a semi-humorous, semi-nostalgic display of the old Earth fashions, with the prettier girls wearing some of the ridiculous old costumes he had had duplicated. Barden, the famous teleplay producer, ran off ancient films of the old Earth dramas that had everyone in stitches. Jay Maxson, a rising politician in Federation Congress, discussed with Borrodale the governmental systems of the old days, in a way calculated to give his own Wide-Galaxy Party none the worst of it. The Arcturus Players, that brilliant group of young stage-folk, did readings of old Earth dramas and poems.


  It was, Kellon thought disgustedly, just playing. Grown people, famous people, seizing the opportunity given by the accidental end of a forgotten planet to posture in the spotlight like smart-aleck children. There was real work to do in the galaxy, the work of the Survey, the endless and wearying but always-fascinating job of charting the wild systems and worlds. And instead of doing that job, he was condemned to spend weeks and months here with these phonies.


  The scientists and historians he respected. They did few broadcasts and they did not fake their interest. It was one of them, Haller, the biologist, who excitedly showed Kellon a handful of damp soil a week after their arrival.


  “Look at that!” he said proudly.


  Kellon stared. “What?”


  “Those seeds—they’re common weed-grass seeds. Look at them.”


  Kellon looked, and now he saw that from each of the tiny seeds projected a new-looking hairlike tendril.


  “They’re sprouting?” he said unbelievingly.


  Haller nodded happily. “I was hoping for it. You see, it was almost spring in the northern hemisphere, according to the records, when Sol collapsed suddenly into a white dwarf. Within hours the temperature plunged and the hydrosphere and atmosphere began to freeze.”


  “But surely that would kill all plant-life?”


  “No,” said Haller. “The larger plants, trees, perennial shrubs, and so on, yes. But the seeds of the smaller annuals just froze into suspended animation. Now the warmth that melted them is causing germination.”


  “Then we’ll have grass—small plants?”


  “Very soon, the way the warmth is increasing:”


  It was, indeed, getting a little warmer all the time as these first weeks went by. The clouds lifted one day and there was brilliant, thin white sunshine from the little diamond sun. And there came a morning when they found the rolling landscape flushed with a pale tint of green.


  Grass grew. Weeds grew, vines grew, all of them seeming to rush their growth as though they knew that this, their last season, would not be long. Soon the raw brown mud of the hills and valleys had been replaced by a green carpet, and everywhere taller growths were shooting up, and flowers beginning to appear. Hepaticas, bluebells, dandelions, violets, bloomed once more.


  Kellon took a long walk, now that he did not have to plow through mud. The chattering people around the ship, the constant tug and pull of clashing temperaments, the brittle, febrile voices, got him down. He felt better to get away by himself.


  The grass and the flowers had come back but otherwise this was still an empty world. Yet there was a certain peace of mind in tramping up and down the long green rolling slopes. The sun was bright and cheerful now, and white clouds dotted the sky, and the warm wind whispered as he sat upon a ridge and looked away westward where nobody was, or would ever be again.


  “Damned dull,” he thought. “But at least it’s better than back with the gabblers.”


  He sat for a long time in the slanting sunshine, feeling his bristling nerves relax. The grass stirred about him, rippling in long waves, and the taller flowers nodded.


  No other movement, no other life. A pity, he thought, that there were no birds for this last spring of the old planet—not even a butterfly. Well, it made no difference, all this wouldn’t last long.


  As Kellon tramped back through the deepening dusk, he suddenly became aware of a shining bubble in the darkening sky. He stopped and stared up at it and then remembered. Of course, it was the old planet’s moon—during the cloudy nights he had forgotten all about it. He went on, with its vague light about him.


  When he stepped back into the lighted main cabin of the ship, he was abruptly jarred out of his relaxed mood. A first-class squabble was going on, and everybody was either contributing to it or commenting on it. Lorri Lee, looking like a pretty child complaining of a hurt, was maintaining that she should have broadcast time the next day for her special woman’s-interest feature, and somebody else disputed her claim, and young Vallely, Darnow’s assistant, looked harried and upset. Kellon got by them without being noticed, locked the door of his cabin and poured himself a long drink, and damned Survey all over again for this assignment.


  He took good care to get out of the ship early in the morning, before the storm of temperament blew up again. He left Viresson in charge of the ship, there being nothing for any of them to do now anyway, and legged it away over the green slopes before anyone could call him back.


  They had five more weeks of this, Kellon thought. Then, thank God, Earth would be getting so near the sun that they must take the ship back into its proper element of space. Until that wished-for day arrived, he would stay out of sight as much as possible.


  He walked miles each day. He stayed carefully away from the east and the ruins of old New York, where the others so often were. But he went north and west and south, over the grassy, flowering slopes of the empty world. At least it was peaceful, even though there was nothing at all to see.


  But after a while, Kellon found that there were things to see if you looked for them. There was the way the sky changed, never seeming to look the same twice. Sometimes it was deep blue and white clouds sailed it like mighty ships. And then it would suddenly turn gray and miserable, and rain would drizzle on him, to be ended when a lance of sunlight shot through the clouds and slashed them to flying ribbons. And there was a time when, upon a ridge, he watched vast thunderheads boil up and darken in the west and black storm clouds marched across the land like an army with banners of lightning and drums of thunder.


  The winds and the sunshine, the sweetness of the air and the look of the moonlight and the feel of the yielding grass under his feet, all seemed oddly right. Kellon had walked on many worlds under the glare of many-colored suns, and some of them he had liked much better than this one and some of them he had not liked at all, but never had he found a world that seemed so exactly attuned to his body as this outworn, empty planet.


  He wondered vaguely what it had been like when there were trees and birds, and animals of many kinds, and roads and cities. He borrowed film-books from the reference library Darnow and the others had brought, and looked at them in his cabin of nights. He did not really care very much but at least it kept him out of the broils and quarrels, and it had a certain interest.


  Thereafter in his wandering strolls, Kellon tried to see the place as it would have been in the long ago. There would have been robins and bluebirds, and yellow-and-black bumblebees nosing the flowers, and tall trees with names that were equally strange to him, elms and willows and sycamores. And small furred animals, and humming clouds of insects, and fish and frogs in the pools and streams, a whole vast complex symphony of life, long gone, long forgotten.


  But were all the men and women and children who had lived here less forgotten? Borrodale and the others talked much on their broadcasts about the people of old Earth, but that was just a faceless name, a term that meant nothing. Not one of those millions, surely, had ever thought of himself as part of a numberless multitude. Each one had been to himself, and to those close to him or her, an individual, unique and never to be exactly repeated, and what did the glib talkers know of all those individuals, what could anyone know?


  Kellon found traces of them here and there, bits of flotsam that even the crush of the ice had spared. A twisted piece of steel, a girder or rail that someone had labored to make. A quarry with the tool-marks still on the rocks, where surely men had once sweated in the sun. The broken shards of concrete that stretched away in a ragged line to make a road upon which men and women had once travelled, hurrying upon missions of love or ambition, greed or fear.


  He found more than that, a startling find that he made by purest chance. He followed a brook that ran down a very narrow valley, and at one point he leaped across it and as he landed he looked up and saw that there was a house.


  Kellon thought at first that it was miraculously preserved whole and unbroken, and surely that could not be. But when he went closer he saw that this was only illusion and that destruction had been at work upon it too. Still, it remained, incredibly, a recognizable house.


  It was a rambling stone cottage with low walls and a slate roof, set close against the steep green wall of the valley. One gable-end was smashed in, and part of that end wall. Studying the way it was embayed in the wall, Kellon decided that a chance natural arch of ice must have preserved it from the grinding pressure that had shattered almost all other structures.


  The windows and doors were only gaping openings. He went inside and looked around the cold shadows of what had once been a room. There were some wrecked pieces of rotting furniture, and dried mud banked along one wall contained unrecognizable bits of rusted junk, but there was not much else. It was chill and oppressive in there, and he went out and sat on the little terrace in the sunshine.


  He looked at the house. It could have been built no later than the Twentieth Century, he thought. A good many different people must have lived in it during the hundreds of years before the evacuation of Earth.


  Kellon thought that it was strange that the airphoto surveys that Darnow’s men had made in quest of relics had not discovered the place. But then it was not so strange, the stone walls were so grayly inconspicuous and it was set so deeply into the sheltering bay of the valley wall.


  His eye fell on eroded lettering on the cement side of the terrace, and he went and brushed the soil off that place. The words were time-eaten and faint but he could read them.


  “Ross and Jennie—Their House.”


  Kellon smiled. Well, at least he knew now who once had lived here, who probably had built the place. He could imagine two young people happily scratching the words in the wet cement, exuberant with achievement. And who had Ross and Jennie been, and where were they now?


  He walked around the place. To his surprise, there was a ragged flower-garden at one side. A half-dozen kinds of brilliant little flowers, unlike the wild ones of the slopes, grew in patchy disorder here. Seeds of an old garden had been ready to germinate when the long winter of Earth came down, and had slept in suspended animation until the ice melted and the warm blooming time came at last. He did not know what kinds of flowers these were, but there was a brave jauntiness about them that he liked.


  Starting back across the green land in the soft twilight, Kellon thought that he should tell Darnow about the place. But if he did, the gabbling pack in the ship would certainly stampede toward it. He could imagine the solemn and cute and precious broadcasts that Borrodale and the Lee woman and the rest of them would stage from the old house.


  “No,” he thought. “The devil with them.”


  He didn’t care anything himself about the old house, it was just that it was a refuge of quiet he had found and he didn’t want to draw to it the noisy horde he was trying to escape.


  Kellon was glad in the following days that he had not told. The house gave him a place to go to, to poke around and investigate, a focus for his interest in this waiting time. He spent hours there, and never told anyone at all.


  Haller, the biologist, lent him a book on the flowers of Earth, and he brought it with him and used it to identify those in the ragged garden. Verbenas, pinks, morning glories, and the bold red and yellow ones called nasturtiums. Many of these, he read, did not do well on other worlds and had never been successfully transplanted. If that was so, this would be their last blooming anywhere at all.


  He rooted around the interior of the house, trying to figure out how people had lived in it. It was strange, not at all like a modern metalloy house. Even the interior walls were thick beyond belief, and the windows seemed small and pokey. The biggest room was obviously where they had lived most, and its window-openings looked out on the little garden and the green valley and brook beyond.


  Kellon wondered what they had been like, the Ross and Jennie who had once sat here together and looked out these windows. What things had been important to them? What had hurt them, what had made them laugh? He himself had never married, the far-ranging captains of the Survey seldom did. But he wondered about this marriage of long ago, and what had come of it. Had they had children, did their blood still run on the far worlds? But even if it did, what was that now to those two of long ago?


  There had been a poem about flowers at the end of the old book on flowers Haller had lent him, and he remembered some of it.


  “All are at one now, roses and lovers,


  Not known of the winds and the fields and the sea,


  Not a breath of the time that has been hovers


  In the air now soft with a summer to be.”


  Well, yes, Kellon thought, they were all at one now, the Rosses and the Jennies and the things they had done and the things they had thought, all at one now in the dust of this old planet whose fiery final summer would be soon, very soon. Physically, everything that had been done, everyone who had lived, on Earth was still here in its atoms, excepting the tiny fraction of its matter that had sped to other worlds.


  He thought of the names that were so famous still through all the galactic worlds, names of men and women and places. Shakespeare, Plato, Beethoven, Blake, and the splendor of Babylon and the bones of Angkor and the humble houses of his own ancestors, all here, all still here.


  Kellon mentally shook himself. He didn’t have enough to do, that was his trouble, to be brooding here on such shadowy things. He had seen all there was to this queer little old place, and there was no use in coming back to it.


  But he came back. It was not, he told himself, as though he had any sentimental antiquarian interests in this old place. He had heard enough of that kind of gush from all the glittering phonies in the ship. He was a Survey man and all he wanted was to get back to his job, but while he was stuck here it was better to be roaming the green land or poking about this old relic than to have to listen to the endless babbling and quarrelling of those others.


  They were quarrelling more and more, because they were tired of it here. It had seemed to them a fine thing to posture upon a galactic stage by helping to cover the end of Earth, but time dragged by and their flush of synthetic enthusiasm wore thin. They could not leave, the expedition must broadcast the final climax of the planet’s end, but that was still weeks away. Darnow and his scholars and scientists, busy coming and going to many old sites, could have stayed here forever but the others were frankly bored.


  But Kellon found in the old house enough interest to keep the waiting from being too oppressive. He had read a good bit now about the way things had been here in the old days, and he sat long hours on the little terrace in the afternoon sunshine, trying to imagine what it had been like when the man and woman named Ross and Jennie had lived here.


  So strange, so circumscribed, that old life seemed now! Most people had had ground-cars in those days, he had read, and had gone back and forth in them to the cities where they worked. Did both the man and woman go, or just the man? Did the woman stay in the house, perhaps with their children if they had any, and in the afternoons did she do things in the little flower garden where a few bright, ragged survivors still bloomed? Did they ever dream that some future day when they were long gone, their house would lie empty and silent with no visitor except a stranger from far-off stars? He remembered a line in one of the old plays the Arcturus Players had read. “Come like shadows, so depart.”


  No, Kellon thought. Ross and Jennie were shadows now but they had not been then. To them, and to all the other people he could visualize going and coming busily about the Earth in those days, it was he, the future, the man yet to come, who was the shadow. Alone here, sitting and trying to imagine the long ago, Kellon had an eery feeling sometimes that his vivid imaginings of people and crowded cities and movement and laughter were the reality and that he himself was only a watching wraith.


  Summer days came swiftly, hot and hotter. Now the white sun was larger in the heavens and pouring down such light and heat as Earth had not received for millennia. And all the green life across it seemed to respond with an exultant surge of final growth, an act of joyous affirmation that Kellon found infinitely touching. Now even the nights were warm, and the winds blew thrilling soft, and on the distant beaches the ocean leaped up in a laughter of spray and thunder, running in great solar tides.


  With a shock as though awakened from dreaming, Kellon suddenly realized that only a few days were left. The spiral was closing in fast now and very quickly the heat would mount beyond all tolerance.


  He would, he told himself, be very glad to leave. There would be the wait in space until it was all over, and then he could go back to his own work, his own life, and stop fussing over shadows because there was nothing else to do.


  Yes. He would be glad.


  Then when only a few days were left, Kellon walked out again to the old house and was musing over it when a voice spoke behind him.


  “Perfect,” said Borrodale’s voice. “A perfect relic.”


  Kellon turned, feeling somehow startled and dismayed. Borrodale’s eyes were alight with interest as he surveyed the house, and then he turned to Kellon.


  “I was walking when I saw you, Captain, and thought I’d catch up to you. Is this where you’ve been going so often?”


  Kellon, a little guiltily, evaded. “I’ve been here a few times.”


  “But why in the world didn’t you tell us about this?” exclaimed Borrodale. “Why, we can do a terrific final broadcast from here. A typical ancient home of Earth. Roy can put some of the Players in the old costumes, and we’ll show them living here the way people did—”


  Unexpectedly to himself, a violent reaction came up in Kellon. He said roughly, “No.”


  Borrodale arched his eyebrows. “No? But why not?”


  Why not, indeed? What difference could it possibly make to him if they swarmed all over the old house, laughing at its ancientness and its inadequacies, posing grinning for the cameras in front of it, prancing about in old-fashioned costumes and making a show of it. What could that mean to him, who cared nothing about this forgotten planet or anything on it?


  And yet something in him revolted at what they would do here, and he said, “We might have to take off very suddenly, now. Having you all out here away from the ship could involve a dangerous delay.”


  “You said yourself we wouldn’t take off for a few days yet!” exclaimed Borrodale. And he added firmly, “I don’t know why you should want to obstruct us, Captain. But I can go over your head to higher authority.”


  He went away, and Kellon thought unhappily, He’ll message back to Survey headquarters and I’ll get my ears burned off, and why the devil did I do it anyway? I must be getting real planet-happy.


  He went and sat down on the terrace, and watched until the sunset deepened into dusk. The moon came up white and brilliant, but the air was not quiet tonight. A hot, dry wind had begun to blow, and the stir of the tall grass made the slopes and plains seem vaguely alive. It was as though a queer pulse had come into the air and the ground, as the sun called its child homeward and Earth strained to answer. The house dreamed in the silver light, and the flowers in the garden rustled.


  Borrodale came back, a dark pudgy figure in the moonlight. He said triumphantly, “I got through to your headquarters. They’ve ordered your full cooperation. We’ll want to make our first broadcast here tomorrow.”


  Kellon stood up. “No.”


  “You can’t ignore an order—”


  “We won’t be here tomorrow,” said Kellon. “It is my responsibility to get the ship off Earth in ample time for safety. We take off in the morning.”


  Borrodale was silent for a moment, and when he spoke his voice had a puzzled quality.


  “You’re advancing things just to block our broadcast, of course. I just can’t understand your attitude.”


  Well, Kellon thought, he couldn’t quite understand it himself, so how could he explain it? He remained silent, and Borrodale looked at him and then at the old house.


  “Yet maybe I do understand,” Borrodale said thoughtfully, after a moment. “You’ve come here often, by yourself. A man can get too friendly with ghosts—”


  Kellon said roughly, “Don’t talk nonsense. We’d better get back to the ship, there’s plenty to do before take-off.”


  Borrodale did not speak as they went back out of the moonlit valley. He looked back once, but Kellon did not look back.


  They took the ship off twelve hours later, in a morning made dull and ominous by racing clouds. Kellon felt a sharp relief when they cleared atmosphere and were out in the depthless, starry blackness. He knew where he was, in space. It was the place where a spaceman belonged. He’d get a stiff reprimand for this later, but he was not sorry.


  They put the ship into a calculated orbit, and waited. Days, many of them, must pass before the end came to Earth. It seemed quite near the white sun now, and its moon had slid away from it on a new distorted orbit, but even so it would be a while before they could broadcast to a watching galaxy the end of its ancestral world.


  Kellon stayed much of that time in his cabin. The gush that was going out over the broadcasts now, as the grand finale approached, made him sick. He wished the whole thing was over. It was, he told himself, getting to be a bore—


  An hour and twenty minutes to E-time, and he supposed he must go up to the bridge and watch it. The mobile camera had been set up there and Borrodale and as many others of them as could crowd in were there. Borrodale had been given the last hour’s broadcast, and it seemed that the others resented this.


  “Why must you have the whole last hour?” Lorri Lee was saying bitterly to Borrodale. “It’s not fair.”


  Quayle nodded angrily. “There’ll be the biggest audience in history, and we should all have a chance to speak.”


  Borrodale answered them, and the voices rose and bickered, and Kellon saw the broadcast technicians looking worried. Beyond them through the filter-window he could see the dark dot of the planet closing on the white star. The sun called, and it seemed that with quickened eagerness Earth moved on the last steps of its long road. And the clamoring, bickering voices in his ears suddenly brought rage to Kellon.


  “Listen,” he said to the broadcast men. “Shut off all sound transmission. You can keep the picture on, but no sound.”


  That shocked them all into silence. The Lee woman finally protested, “Captain Kellon, you can’t!”


  “I’m in full command when in space, and I can, and do,” he said.


  “But the broadcast, the commentary—”


  Kellon said wearily, “Oh, for Christ’s sake all of you shut up, and let the planet die in peace.”


  He turned his back on them. He did not hear their resentful voices, did not even hear when they fell silent and watched through the dark filter-windows as he was watching, as the camera and the galaxy was watching.


  And what was there to see but a dark dot almost engulfed in the shining veils of the Sun? He thought that already the stones of the old house must be beginning to vaporize. And now the veils of light and fire almost concealed the little planet, as the star gathered in its own.


  All the atoms of old Earth, Kellon thought, in this moment bursting free to mingle with the solar being, all that had been Ross and Jennie, all that had been Shakespeare and Schubert, gay flowers and running streams, oceans and rocks and the wind of the air, received into the brightness that had given them life.


  They watched in silence, but there was nothing more to see, nothing at all. Silently the camera was turned off.


  Kellon gave an order, and presently the ship was pulling out of orbit, starting on the long voyage back. By that time the others had gone, all but Borrodale. He said to Borrodale, without turning, “Now go ahead and send your complaint to headquarters.”


  Borrodale shook his head. “Silence can be the best requiem of all. There’ll be no complaint. I’m glad now, Captain.”


  “Glad?”


  “Yes,” said Borrodale. “I’m glad that Earth had one true mourner, at the last.”


  BABYLON IN THE SKY


  Amazing Stories, March 1963


  The monstrous cities orbiting overhead mocked the earthbound humans. Hobie wanted to reach out there and pull one down and smash it.


  SAM MACKLIN walked through between the parked cars. Hobie came behind him, tall, gangling, and proud.


  “There’s a big crowd, Pa.”


  “Well, it’s been a hot day, over a hundred. Maybe they come to get cool.”


  “No, sir, they come to hear you. They always come to hear you.”


  “They do seem to, for a fact.” Sam Macklin nodded his head and smiled. “Guess if you tell ’em what they want to hear, they’ll come to hear it. And Hobie, I ain’t going to send ’em home empty.”


  The cars up in front had their lights on so that the blunt bare tip of the headland was like a stage, with the black sky over it and the dark Pacific beyond it for a backdrop. People were sitting on the rocks, on the patches of coarse grass, on the roofs and hoods and fenders of the cars. Somebody said, “Here he is, here’s Sam!” The crowd began to yell. “Hey Sam, give ’em hell, Sam, we’re with you, Sam.” Macklin was swallowed up in a mass of welcoming arms and patting hands. Hobie lost him but he was used to that and didn’t mind. It was part of the pride. He made his way around behind the jostling backs, feeling a queer tight thrill in him at the sound of the women’s voices, the way they screamed Sam! Sam! into the cool sea wind. Pretty soon he could see his father again. He was waving and chaffering with the crowd. He wore a white shirt that set off his brown, sinewed arms and long powerful neck. He was a rangy man, gaunt-faced, with a big nose and jaw and blue eyes that looked as though they could pierce through steel. He turned toward the crowd and they melted back until he was standing by himself on the narrow end of the headland, with the lights on him and nothing but the black night beyond. Hobie found a rock and sat on it, one long leg hanging straight over the drop, a hundred feet down to where pale surf breathed on a little beach.


  THE crowd fell quiet. Hobie bit his hand, shivering.


  “Now,” said Macklin quietly, “you all know what I come to talk about.” His voice was harsh and deep and far-carrying. Those in the farthest ends of the crowd heard and answered. “I always talk about the same thing, because it seems to me there ain’t anything else important in the world to talk about, and that’s us—you and me, our wives and families, and what’s becoming of us, and why.”


  Again the crowd growled and muttered.


  “This ain’t the first time in history,” said Sam Macklin, “that men have forsook justice and gone following after strange gods and left the righteous behind to suffer, until . . .” He paused, and there was an indrawn breath, and somewhere a seabird cried. Macklin leaned forward, as though to make his oneness with the crowd more definite. “Until, my friends, they’re pulled down from their high place, and trampled, and then in that day the righteous are succored and lifted up.”


  Hobie watched the crowd. It was like they were one body, a lot of arms and legs but only one body, and no head. His father was the head. His father was the voice, speaking for all of them. Hobie could see their faces in the headlights, and it seemed they were watching their own thoughts come out of Sam Macklin’s mouth, and stand before them clearer and sharper than they had ever seen them before.


  “They moved on,” Macklin was saying. “They builded them cities, not on the good solid Earth because that wasn’t good enough for them any longer, but right up in heaven, to fly back and forth with their mocking luxuries and fornications. . . .”


  And even the names they gave the cities, Hobie thought, were mockeries too. Nineveh and Tyre. Valhalla. Carthage and Cibola and Camelot, Lyonesse and—Babylon.


  “. . . and Babylon. That great city! But we were left behind. And why? Because we weren’t good enough. Because we don’t worship the right gods, the gods of the machines that can’t make a mistake. Because we don’t speak the right language and don’t have a lot of fancy letters after our names. I know! I’m not Sam Macklin, Ph.D., or even Sam Macklin, A.B. I’m something better. I’m Sam Macklin, Human Being, and I’m proud of it . . .”


  A roar went up from the crowd and the women shrilled. The soft sea wind lifted the hair on Hobie’s head and set the roots of it to prickling. Now over one shoulder he cast a furtive glance at the dark sky.


  “. . . human beings, every one of us. And why have we been pushed aside like dirt, living on the crumbs they’re good enough to throw us? Can you answer me that?”


  “Tell us, Sam!”


  “I’ll tell you. It’s because God only helps them that has the guts to help themselves. Like we’re going to help ourselves, finally! We still got the ballot. We can still elect men to talk for us . . .”


  “Sam! Sam! Sam!”


  “That’s up to you. But if it’s me, or if it’s somebody else, someday, no matter how long it takes us . . .”


  He turned away from the crowd and stretched his head up and he seemed to grow tall against the stars, taller than any human man. Hobie stopped breathing. There was a sudden hard silence.


  In the middle of the silence Sam Macklin said aloud, “We won’t never get our jobs back, we won’t never be men again, until we do it, until we reach out up there with our hands . . .”


  A star shot swift and brilliant out of the deep west.


  “. . . and pull you down!” Sam Macklin cried. “You, Babylon! You the great city! You up there mocking us! We’ll pull you down—you and all your sister-cities!”


  HIS hands reached high, grasping for the shooting star. Hobie thought for one reeling moment that he had caught it. But the star passed on, tantalizing, scornful, arrogant, leaving Sam Macklin and his son and all the others stranded on their promontory, howling their anger and their hurt. And the shame of that stranding was so great that Hobie wept with it, standing silent in the edge of the crowd, with the tears on his cheeks and his fists closed hard.


  Then he ran. He stumbled into the car and sat alone, dazed and sick with the glitter of that manmade star.


  After a while Sam Macklin got in and drove away.


  “How long will it take, Pa?”


  Hobie asked. “To pull them down.”


  Sam Macklin talked about elections and speeches and the making of laws.


  Hobie said, “Too long.”


  The cool salt smell went out of the air. Dust came into it, the remains of the day’s heat, the dry sweetness of sunburned grass. The car left the highway for a maze of dark streets that swirled around the curving sides of low hills. The pavement, endlessly patched, made the tires slap and jar. Hobie stared at the sky and did not speak.


  * * *


  The Macklin house was eighty-four years old. The ornamental plank front was painted blue, the stucco sides white, both of them bleached by sun and stained by winter rains, the stucco showing irregular blotches where repairs had been made. Inside there was a faint odor of decaying plaster. The floors had sunk. The pink ceramic tile in the bathroom was jagged all over with cracks, and in the kitchen the built-in oven tilted so that pans put into it all slid to one side. The TV had been cockeyed so long that now a level one looked strange to them.


  Hobie went down the narrow hall to the room he shared with his two smaller brothers. Joanie Ann rated a room to herself because she was a girl and Hobie envied her, even though the converted den wasn’t much bigger than you needed to turn around in. It seemed like he never had a minute alone, a minute to just be quiet and think. Even now the kids were snoring and snuffling, making noise. Hobie did not feel like sleeping. There was a sickness in the pit of his stomach that would not let him rest. He lay on his bed for a few minutes and then he crept out again, clear outside into the patio at the back of the house. He sat in an old chair by the barbecue, and stared at the sky, and stared and trembled, and thought how his father’s hands had reached up for the fleeing impudent star and seemed to catch it.


  He saw quite clearly what he had to do. He had known, he guessed, for a long time, ever since he left school or even before that, but he hadn’t been ready and so he had left the thought alone, to lie still and grow. Now he was ready.


  HE did not take anything with him. There was nothing to take except his winter jacket and he was not going to need that. The little money he knew his mother had saved wouldn’t help him even if he wanted to steal it, and he couldn’t get it out of the back of the bureau drawer without waking her and Pa. All Hobie did was walk to the back door and put his hand on the wall beside it for a minute. Then he went away.


  He walked steadily, through the rest of the night and into the first light of morning. Just before the sun came up he saw the star again, travelling high and serene from west to east. He had been seeing it all his life. Some of the other cities were visible from time to time, but the orbit of Babylon was such that it was most often in the sky. Hobie watched it. “You robbed me,” he whispered to it, with the intimacy of hate. As an afterthought he added, “Not just me, you robbed us all.”


  He walked on through the broad cracked streets, past the endless rows of small flat houses with their raddled fronts and crumbling patios, houses with all the infirmities of age but none of the dignity. They were made to be young and have fun, and now that day was gone. The families that lived in them were like Sam Macklin’s family, subsisting partly on doles, partly on made work, rarely on the honest jobs that came usually with some kind of an emergency, where old-fashioned human labor was better than machines. “All of us!” thought Hobie, and, driven by firm resolution he strode faster on his long brown legs.


  It was mid-morning, and blistering hot, when he reached the highway and got a lift on a local truck, heading north.


  THE skyscrapers rose in a wall along the curving shore of the bay. Beyond them there were mountains, but Hobie could not see them except for an occasional glimpse when one of the broad avenues happened to open up a vista. People lived and worked and bred and died in this complex of stone and plastic, glass and metal. They never even had to go out of their buildings unless they wanted to for the fun of it. These people had money and they had real jobs, and Hobie’s people envied them, but not viciously. They were Earthbound too, and they were needed. They kept things running, the daily-life matters of food and utilities and business. Hobie had been here before. He was used to flat little houses in little yards, and he felt closed in here. The tallness of the buildings did not impress him. When he thought what it must be like to live in one of these high crystal eyries overlooking the sea, all he could think of was how much higher were the roofs of Babylon.


  The spaceport was at the very edge of the water, huge and round like a gigantic drumhead set down in the midst of the skyscrapers, with one tall pylon that towered over all the other towers as a man stands among children. It was getting on for evening when Hobie reached it. He was tired and very hungry, but he did not mind that. He rode up the moving spiral stair to the visitors’ level of the pylon and looked out over the landing field. Graceful and silent as birds, the great ships rode the sunset down, or lifted up in glorious soaring arcs toward the beaconing of the first stars. Since the development of the anti-grav field there had been no more use for rockets. The dramatics of flame and thunder and uncertainty had given way to a calm and quiet strength.


  The strength that held up the cities.


  In the days of Hobie’s grandfather the cities had used to land here for servicing and supplies. But they were little then. They were experimental stations, and observatories, and research labs, and nobody had realized what they were going to be later. Now the cities rarely landed, finding it easier to use tenders. And they’re afraid, Hobie thought, of what people might do to them if they let themselves get caught on the ground.


  He found the passenger gate for the Babylon tender, and saw that he had six minutes less than an hour in which to figure out a way to get on it.


  It did not take half that long.


  THE freight loading ramps were on the level below, and Hobie could see that the open lower hatches of the tender were already receiving cargo. Gawking about with apparent carelessness among the throngs of sightseers, Hobie located the rear precincts of the pylon which were reserved for spaceport personnel. He managed to slip unnoticed through the fire-door, into a service corridor. Twice he was almost, but not quite, caught as people went by. The second time he took refuge in a room where various sorts of cleaning apparatus were stored. He found one ordinary portable vacuum, picked it up and walked out with it. He walked to the service stair and rode down, and no one paid any attention to him.


  The freight level was hugely noisy. Elevators, sorters, lifters, shunters and conveyor belts slapped and banged, clanked and rattled, chuffed and wheezed and squealed. The streams of boxes and crates and packages were dizzying, going every whichway and never stopping. Making his face as blank and stupid as he could, Hobie edged around the walls. There were some men on the floor, superintending the machines, but they were busy and they did not at first notice Hobie, who was fairly well hidden by the moving belts. Hobie was looking for his gate number. He found it. It was divided into two sections. A conveyor belt passed through the larger one. The smaller one, marked perishable, had no conveyor belt. Half a dozen motorized carriers were lined up beside it, loaded with foods, drugs and liquids that couldn’t stand freezing or vacuum. Hobie smiled. This was what he had been looking for. He knew all about the cities and the way they were supplied and guarded and cared for. There wasn’t much he didn’t know about the cities.


  A man’s voice said behind him, “What are you doing here?” Hobie’s guts contracted with a sharp pain. But he made himself turn and say reproachfully, “Nothing, man.” He indicated the vacuum cleaner. “I’m supposed to take this for fixing.”


  “Well, take it, then,” the man said. “Don’t hang around here.” Hobie’s eyes were shallow and ingenuous as a flounder’s. “I was just looking.”


  “Look someplace else. You know what’ll happen if you get yourself caught in the machinery?”


  “What?”


  “The whole goddam spaceport’ll be shut down for two hours while we dig out the pieces. Go on, git.”


  Hobie slouched away. When he glanced back the man had disappeared. Hobie looked all around. He was afraid to take the chance because he would only have one, but waiting wasn’t going to help either. His heart pounded and he could taste the sweat that was coming on his face. Suddenly he tossed the vacuum cleaner on the belt that rumbled and thumped beside him, and he ran, fast and light-footed in his canvas shoes, and jumped onto one of the carriers and burrowed and folded himself down small amid the sacks and boxes.


  A half hour later, in the close dark of a warmed and pressurized hold, Hobie rose toward the orbit of the city of Babylon.


  He wondered who would get the vacuum cleaner.


  HOBIE stood in a crystal pod with nothing under his feet or over his head, so that he seemed to be standing in the middle of the sky. If he looked up, or ahead, or on either side, he saw black immensity hung with stars, and the stars had depth to them, and they burned the way stars ought to, hot and glorious and in many colors, and not as he had always seen them like lights pasted on a flat surface, and even then they took your breath away.


  If he looked down he saw the Earth, round and rolling beneath his feet. The night was sliding away from him. The golden sickle edge of morning bent across the world and suddenly the tremendous sun-blast hit him, a crash of light that made him cringe and cower. He thought for a moment that it had killed him, but some automatic shielding protected the pod. He could endure the light.


  He could see clouds flash burnished silver above the blue of an ocean. There were more clouds, and then a continent began to emerge in shades of green and brown, very misty and oddly unreal. Hobie tried to decide what continent it was, matching the shape he saw with the few maps he could remember from school. Europe, he thought, and the Atlantic, but he was not sure, and this brought a flush of rage over his awe and spoiled it.


  He remembered why he was here.


  He turned around to leave the pod, and there was a girl standing and watching him.


  “It did that to me, too,” she said, “the first time I saw it.”


  “Did what?” asked Hobie.


  “Sort of doubled me up.” She smiled. She was pretty, in a firm, clear-cut way. She wore a dark skirt and sandals and a white shirt, all very clean and trim. Her hair was only a little bit curly, dark brown with lighter places where the sun caught in it. Hobie hated her. And he was terribly afraid.


  She was looking at his clothes, the sun-faded shorts and gaudy shirt. “You must be awfully new here.”


  “I am.” He wanted to run but he didn’t dare.


  “Who are you studying with?”


  “I’m sorry,” Hobie said. “I have to go.” He stood up tall and walked past her, making himself not hurry.


  “Don’t go to your first class like that,” she said. “Go up to Three and show your card. They’ll take care of you.”


  She meant it kindly. Hobie did not thank her. He strode away, into the corridor that served as a street. At the first possible moment he turned into a connecting corridor out of her sight. And now he hurried. He had already been far luckier than he deserved. Pa would say it was because right was riding with him, and he believed that. Only it seemed ungrateful to push things too far.


  THERE were close to two thousand people in Babylon, enough for a stranger to get by in for a while. Sooner or later, though, someone would start asking him questions, someone he couldn’t walk away from as easily as he had the girl.


  There wasn’t any reason to wait. There hadn’t been any reason to wait even this hour or two, except that he wanted to see a little of the city so he could enjoy more thoroughly what he was doing.


  This was a residential level. The blocks of apartments ran around the ovoid circumference of the city, so that at least one room could look out over the clouds and the rolling Earth. The inner area was divided up into community rooms, a theatre, recreation centers, a playground and school for the small children. Hobie looked for the luxuries and the whoredoms that Pa had talked about. They must be on another level, because all he saw here was people, mostly women and kids, going about the business of daily living, and what he could glimpse of the apartments through an occasional open door, or see of the community rooms, was clean and attractive, better than what Hobie’s people had, but not nearly as fancy as the skyscrapers back down on Earth.


  He looked at the women and kids, and for a moment he got sick and weak at the thought of what he was going to do. But he hardened his heart. The innocent sometimes had to suffer with the guilty. He thought of Pa and all the other men like him, and of himself and his kid brothers and Joanie Ann, robbed of their birthright, dragging their lives out on doles and sufferance, because of these people, and the people like them on the other cities.


  He went on. And twice, as he crossed connecting corridors, he thought he saw at a distance the flicker of a white shirt. Each time he stopped and looked, and thought he must have been mistaken.


  He found the lift that had brought him from the big lock-chamber where the tender docked.


  He got into it and pushed the button for the topmost level. Strangely, now that he was on the last step of his journey, he felt calm and steady. In the tender’s hold he had broken into some of the food packages and stayed his hunger, and there had even been time to sleep. So he was in good shape for what he was about to do.


  The highest level of Babylon was domed with the same crystal as the observation pod. It was flooded with the raw blaze of the Sun. Here there were nothing but laboratories and observatories and barred doors that said danger UNSHIELDED AREA BEYOND, OR DANGER VACUUM CHAMBER, OR STERILE AREA AUTHORIZED PERSONS ONLY. Through glass-walled partitions Hobie could see rooms full of all kinds of things he did not understand. Men and women and young people like himself, dressed in white smocks or in protective clothing, went about their incomprehensible work. Evil work, Pa said, taking the bread out of honest men’s mouths with their fine new ways of doing things, spending millions of dollars fooling around with a lot of stuff that sounded big and important but never came to anything you could buy, sell, or eat. A lot of it came to nothing at all, and was a wicked waste when there were people needing things. Hobie went furtively along the corridors, peering with a fierce and terrible pride through the partitions at the people who did not know that he was there, and he felt that he was not himself now, Hobie Macklin, but he was all the men and women and kids he knew rolled together, rising up and smiting in their just wrath. He felt ennobled. He felt as glorious and as powerful as God.


  He found a door that said power PLANT KEEP OUT AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.


  He went through it.


  ABOVE the clear dome great golden vanes extended to trap the sunlight and draw power from it, sucking it down into giant batteries that fed the city; the anti-grav field, the pumping systems, the light and air and heat. All of this apparatus occupied about three-fourths of the space in the large steel-floored room, enormous shapes of dull metal and plastic that dwarfed the men who tended them. The other fourth of the room was taken up by a monstrous control-panel.


  Men walked up and down, or sat in metal chairs, in front of this panel, watching the thousand dials and ten thousand lights on it, keeping the city alive. They turned around when the door opened. They looked at Hobie. There were five of them, two walking, three sitting, and there were two empty, strong, heavy chairs. Hobie ran toward the control panel. He moved as he had sometimes moved in dreams, light and rushing, powerful, resistless. The faces of the men regarded him in startled wonder. He smiled and reached out his hands toward the nearest chair, to lift and smash and crumple. “And mighty”, he thought, “mighty was the fall thereof.”


  There was no warning at all. The flash and the hammer stroke came together, out of nowhere, into Hobie’s brain. In one split second he simply stopped being.


  * * *


  The girl was looking at him.


  “It was something about his eyes,” she said. “I just had to follow him. I thought I might help him . . . Then I saw that he wasn’t going to Three, or the classrooms, and I thought that I’d better tell you.”


  There were three men in the room, beside the girl. They looked down at Hobie, their faces frowning and concerned. The room was very small, antiseptically light and uncluttered. Hobie lay in a bed. On his left hand the wall beside the bed was made of crystal. He could easily look out through it and see the shadow of Babylon laid sharp and black across the blaze of the Sun, reaching down like a long finger toward the silver-blue edge of the Earth.


  “That wasn’t fair,” said Hobie.


  One of the men touched the girl on the shoulder and smiled. “Thanks, Ellen. You can go along to your class now.”


  The girl nodded. She looked again at Hobie. It seemed to him that she wanted very much to say something, but she turned away and went out. The man leaned over the foot of the bed. He was short and rather slight in build. Hobie knew that he would tower over him if he was standing, and that was the only advantage he would have. This man was strong to lead, like Pa, only in a different way.


  “All right, now Hobie,” said the man. “What wasn’t fair?”


  “I thought I knew everything about the cities. You kept a few things hid.” He still felt strange and sluggish in his body and his mind was dulled, so that it took him a minute or two to realize that he was alive, whole, a captive, and that there was no doubt at all what he had been trying to do.


  Oddly, he didn’t seem to feel disappointed that he had not been able to do it.


  He looked at the man. “Why didn’t you kill me?”


  “There wasn’t any need to. And we keep a few things hid, as you say, for our own protection. My name is Todd. I’m responsible for security.” He motioned first to the man on his right, and then to the one on his left. “This is Mr. Chowdhury, our coordinator—you might say our mayor—and Mr. Lecayo.” He did not explain who Mr. Lecayo was. He held up a card that Hobie recognized as his own ID for job line-ups and the distribution of surplus foods.


  “Gentlemen,” said Todd, “this is Hobie Macklin. Sam Macklin’s son.”


  Hobie was startled. “You mean you know about Pa? I didn’t.”


  “We know about him,” said Mr. Lecayo. He shook his head. “Your father is shaping into one of the most alarming rabble-rousers we’ve had after us yet.”


  “Rabble-rouser,” said Hobie. He thrust himself upon the bed. “My father . . .”


  “Did he send you?” asked Todd quietly.


  “No,” said Hobie. He began to be alarmed. “No, sir, he didn’t. This was my own idea.”


  “Why did you want to do it?”


  “Because Pa’s way is too slow. He’s all for laws and talking. I couldn’t wait.” He looked at them bitterly. “But you even robbed me of that.”


  “HOW old are you, Hobie?” asked Lecayo.


  “I’ll be eighteen next month.”


  “How much schooling have you had?”


  “Eighth grade.”


  “You’re proud of that.”


  “Sure. That’s all anybody needs. I can remember when there was some high-schoolers in the neighborhood. Not for a long time, though.”


  “Rough on them, was it?”


  “Rough,” said Hobie. “It sure was. Finally the old high-school got turned into a hospital. See, we don’t have our heads in the clouds, Mr. Lecayo. We like things to be some real use to somebody.”


  “Did you have much trouble, Hobie?”


  “Trouble?”


  “It must have been difficult to hide.”


  “Hide what?”


  “The fact that you’re a highly-intelligent boy.”


  Hobie’s heart began to beat fast. Sweat broke out on him. He looked away from Lecayo and said rapidly, angrily. “Sure I am. That’s what Pa’s doing his ‘rabble-rousing’ about. We’re just as good as you are. We’ve got a right to jobs, good jobs. We’ve got a right . . .”


  “And you were afraid to go past the eighth grade.”


  Hobie stared blindly through the glass wall, remembering things he did not want to remember. Remembering two different times, once in the fifth grade, once in the seventh, when the other kids had beat up on him for being a smarty so-and-so. Remembering how he himself had joined a snarling, sneering, jeering little mob to chivvy another boy who was a damned know-it-all. His mouth was dry. “Pa says . . .”


  Chowdhury’s voice was gentle. “Pa says it’s all our fault, and if the cities were abolished, everything would be fine.”


  “You took our jobs away, with the machines and things you thought up. You made yourselves better than us. You sit up here . . .” Hobie had been going to talk about the luxuries and whoredoms, but now the words seemed unreal and refused to come out.


  “The cities have become symbols of all your frustrations,” Lecayo said. “Actually, they’re what they always were, centers of learning. They’ve grown bigger and they’ve changed, that’s all. We can do research here that can’t be done on the ground, and the climate is friendlier. We feel freer.”


  “You took our jobs away,” said Hobie stubbornly. “We’ll never get ’em back, we’ll never be men again until . . .”


  “You want a job,” said Chowdhury. “What can you do? Swing a hoe? A pick and shovel? Operate a simple machine?” He shook his head. “Your people are a luxury, Hobie, like the horse. Our researches find new and cheaper ways to produce the necessities of life, so that the country can afford to keep you reasonably well fed and clothed and housed. And instead of doing what you can do to help yourselves, you rivet your status more firmly around your necks every year.”


  The mild gentle voice suddenly had a note of startling anger in it.


  “Nothing can be done about the genuinely stupid. In all ages and times they suffer, and I suppose they can’t be blamed for making a virtue out of stupidity since they’re stuck with it anyway. But your father and the others like him who are perfectly capable of learning, and who refuse to learn out of laziness and resentment, and who then make such a social virtue out of ignorance—ignorance, Hobie, not stupidity—that youngsters like you are shamed and pressured into denying their intelligence, these are not fools, these are criminals.”


  HOBIE looked at them miserably from the bed. A lot of Pa’s words went rumbling around in his mind. Only one came to his tongue. “Eggheads,” he said “Eggheads.”


  Todd grinned. “Oh, no. The ones you think of as eggheads never make it up here. We operate on Think-Do. They only Think.”


  “Answer me one question,” Lecayo said. “Honestly. Did you try to destroy Babylon because you truly hate it, or because you wanted it more than anything else in the world, and couldn’t have it.”


  There was a long silence.


  Finally Hobie said in a small voice. “What are you going to do with me?”


  Chowdhury said, “You haven’t answered Mr. Lecayo.”


  “Yes, he has,” said Lecayo. He looked pleased, and nodded to Todd.


  “We’re going to send you home,” said Todd. “Now listen to me, Hobie, very carefully. If you decide that you want to try to come back here someday—through the front door, with your head up—you go to the Educational Foundation. You know where that is, on the square five blocks north of the spaceport. Tell them who you are, and you’ll be taken care of. A lot of your time has been lost, and you would have to work extremely hard, so be sure that you want to go through with it. If you decide to stay with your father, that’s up to you. But Hobie . . .”


  He fixed Hobie with his eyes, and Hobie shivered. “Don’t try this again,” Todd said.


  Hobie hung his head.


  After a while they took him down to the lowest level where the tender was waiting. As he entered the lock-chamber he saw the girl Ellen standing a little distance away, watching him. He looked at her, and now he wanted to say something, and could not. He followed Todd and the others to the tender.


  Just before they left him Lecayo said, “There’s nothing more important in the world than truth. It’s often painful and hard to find, especially when it concerns yourself, and sometimes it’s even dangerous. There’s never been a day when it wasn’t easier and pleasanter just to go along, and never question. You can go back to being part of your group. Or you can start being an individual. The choice is up to you.”


  Hobie did not answer. The three men went out of the tender. Hobie sat still and heavy as a rock while the tender dropped free of Babylon and swept in a long spiral toward the shining Earth.


  HOBIE took two days to get home. Todd had given him some money and he could easily have taken a bus, but he walked instead, along the coast road where he could stop and sit and look at the ocean. At night he curled up in the cold sand and shivered, and watched the stars go by, the pale stars on the flat black surface of the sky. All that time he wanted desperately to go home, and yet he could not bring himself to do it. He tried desperately to think, and he could not. His mind remained locked tight like an iron box. He watched the bright star of Babylon pass through the heavens, and he felt nothing. That was the strangest part of it. The hate was gone, but the iron box of his mind would not yield anything else to replace it.


  Late on the second day he knew that it was time to go home, though he did not know why.


  It was dark when he reached the house. He came like a skulking thief across the sun-singed grass of the yard, toward windows that showed a dim light. Cautiously, he peered into the living room. Ma and the boys were watching TV. He couldn’t see their faces but Ma was sitting in a kind of dejected way, and Hobie realized suddenly how he must have worried her, taking off like that without a word. He wanted to run inside and throw himself down beside her and say, “I’m home, I’m home,” and really be home, but he didn’t move. He did not see Pa. Then he heard the front door open and shut, and knew that he was standing on the porch. Hobie turned and went with stiff slow steps to the front walk.


  “Pa.”


  Sam Macklin stood high and shadowy and tall above him. “Give me a minute, Hobie. Give me a minute to know if I’ll put my arms around you, or belt-strap you within an inch of your life.”


  “Pa,” said Hobie again. He looked up, remembering the love and pride.


  “Where have you been? What made you go off like that?”


  “Pa, it wasn’t the cities that robbed me.”


  “What are you talking about.” Sam Macklin came down the two cracked shallow steps.


  Hobie moved back. “It was you,” he said. “You robbed me.” He backed farther still, afraid of this tall man his father, afraid because the love and the pride were still there, and the iron box had come wide open, and everything was a dark confusion of pain and loss. And still the words came.


  “I’m leaving you. I got to leave you and be what I am. I almost . . .” He stopped and tried again. “Because you made me into something else, I . . .”


  Suddenly he turned and ran, salt-eyed and sobbing, away down the dark street.


  Sam Macklin’s voice rang after him, “Hobie! Hobie!” But he lost himself in a tangle of yards and fences and winding blocks of houses, and the voice grew faint.


  Finally it stopped.


  Hobie walked on toward the highway.


  Just before dawn a brilliant star passed over. Hobie reached up his hands toward it, and smiled.


  AFTER A JUDGMENT DAY


  Fantastic Stories of Imagination, December 1963


  Not to look at Earth, was the main thing. It was such a natural thing to do, to lean back in your chair and look up through the ceiling window and see the gray-and-bluish globe of Earth spinning away there against the blackness and the stars. But if you started looking, pretty soon you were remembering, and there was no use remembering now, no use at all.


  MARTINSEN LOWERED HIS head so that he would not see the window and the Earth. He looked instead at the complex bank of telltales across the room from him. He looked at them for a long time before he really saw them, and noticed that one had changed. A tiny red star had appeared in that section.


  He reached and punched a button on the desk, and then leaned and said into an intercom, “Ellam, Sixteen is coming in.”


  There was no answer.


  “Ellam?”


  He knew his voice was searching through every part of the Station, down the gleaming metal corridors, into the small laboratories and the rock supply-caverns below. He waited, but there was still no answer from Howard Ellam.


  Martinsen made a tired sound, between weariness and anger, and rose to his feet. He thought he knew what had happened, though he had taken precautions against it. He walked across the room and started down a corridor, a rumpled, soiled figure in the coverall he had not changed for days, his grizzled-gray head held up, but his shoulders sagging and his feet scuffing the plastic floor.


  No sound broke the silence except the gentle purr of the aerators. There was no one in the Station but Ellam and himself. Carelli had taken the two others of the staff back to Earth with him weeks before, in one of the two emergency-ferries.


  “I’ll be back,” he had told Martinsen, “as soon as I get things untangled down there. You and Ellam stay and handle the Charlies as they come in.”


  Carelli hadn’t come back. Martinsen felt now that he never would come back, he or anyone else. They still had the second ferry. But they also had their orders.


  He walked along in the silence, remembering when he had first walked this corridor, tingling with excitement and anticipation, his first ten minutes inside Lunar Station. How he had thought of the work he would be doing here, of the importance of that work to everyone on Earth, now and in the future. The future? My God, that was a laugh.


  He went on through the silent rooms and passages until he found Ellam. He was sitting. Just sitting. He looked normal, except for the fact that he hadn’t shaved, but when Martinsen saw the glassiness of his fixed stare, he looted around until he found the bottle of pills, half-spilled across a table.


  Martinsen sighed. There was no liquor in the Station, but there were tranquilizers. He had thought he had found and hidden them all, but apparently Ellam still had a store. Well, that was one way to take catastrophe. Wrap your mind up in cotton-wool so you can’t think about it. He put the pills in his pocket. There was nothing he could do but leave Ellam to come out of it.


  He went back to C Room and sat there, watching the little red star slowly change position on the board as Probe Sixteen returned toward the Moon. The other probes, all recalled at the same time, would be coming in during the next few days, until all the Charlies had returned. And then?


  He found that he was staring up at Earth again. How many people were still alive there? Many? Any? He thought of calling again but there was never any answer anymore, and later would be just as good.


  It was very much later when he finally went down to Communications and tried the call. He put it through three times, and waited after each time, but there was no answer. Not a flicker.


  The anger rose again in Martinsen. Everybody on Earth couldn’t be dead. Not everybody. The A-Plague might have swept the globe and wiped out hundreds of millions, but surely someone down at Main Base would have survived, and why didn’t that someone answer?


  But that someone still living at Main Base . . . would he be able to answer if he wanted to? He just might not be able to utilize the complex communications instruments. The whole little staff here in the Station had, as a matter of course, been taught how. But that certainly did not apply to all the thousands who had worked at Main Base, and if the survivors didn’t know . . .


  Martinsen shook his head. Even if that had happened, even if Carelli had found Main Base depopulated when he went back down there, still, Carelli could have called and said so. Unless . . . unless Carelli and Muto and Jennings had been hit by the A-Plague before they had had time to find out what conditions were, and to get back to Communications and call back. But if that had happened, it meant that the A-Plague was triumphant over Earth and all its billions.


  It was funny, in a way, Martinsen thought. For decades, people had been afraid of atomic destruction. It was nuclear war they had feared most, but also they had been afraid of fallout and what it might do to their bodies. But nuclear war had never happened, and fallout had been cut to a safe level. The only trouble was that a level that did not affect human bodies might very well affect other and smaller bodies. Like the bodies of bacteria.


  A series of radioactive-induced mutations had occurred in a species of hitherto not-very-harmful bacteria. The scientists had finally wakened up to what was going on. But by then it was too late, the most fearful bacteria in the world’s history had appeared and were spreading, and the A-Plague was let loose. Its first incursions, with previously unheard-of high mortality rates, had been in South America. The world health organizations had taken alarm. There had been swift measures of quarantine, concentrated searches for a vaccine. But it was too late for all that, and the messages that came through to the five horrified men in Lunar Station were of cities, then countries, then whole nations, going silent. Until Main Base, too, went silent.


  And five men were left marooned in Lunar Station, and then after Carelli and Jennings and Muto went back down, there were only two men, and one of them kept doping up on pills to forget a wife and kids, so you might say he was alone, with a dead or dying world down there, and . . .


  “Knock it off,” Martinsen told himself. “You can cry later.”


  The telltales showed more little red stars, more probes approaching the Moon. The beautiful, slim metal ships in which no human had ever ridden yet, were returning. They had quested to the nearest stars and their planets, moving in overdrive, and those in them had walked under the radiation of strange suns. But the quest had been suddenly interrupted, a hyperspace signal had flung an abrupt command, and now the probes were coming back in.


  He thought it was probably all for nothing. What use was it to record carefully all the knowledge the Charlies would bring back with them, if there was nobody left alive on Earth to use it? But Carelli had left him responsible and he couldn’t just sit and throw away the first rewards of the whole project.


  Cybernetic-Humanoid And Related Life Study, was the project’s name. CHARLS, it was more often called, and of course the cyborgs that went out in the probes were at once nicknamed Charlies. And after a time, after Probe 16 had automatically made its landing and entered the reception hangars of Lunar Station, Martinsen heard the soft footsteps of Charlie Sixteen in the passageway, going quietly toward the analysis laboratories.


  Martinsen got up and went to the labs. On the spot that had his number painted on the floor, Charlie Sixteen stood silent and unmoving. Martinsen started his preliminary examination, and despite his conviction that it was all for nothing now, he was quickly caught up in the routine.


  “Heart-pump, kidneys, cardio-vascular system, all look good,” he muttered. “Looks like more calcium mobilization than we expected, but it’ll take time to find out. Let’s see how your hypothalamus reacted, Charlie.”


  Charlie Sixteen stood and said nothing, for he could not speak. Neither could he hear, nor think. He was not a man, but a mechanical analog of humanity used to study the effect of unusual environments on a pseudo-human body. Cyborgs, they had been called from the first one in the early 1960s . . . cybernetic organisms.


  He looked grotesquely like a man with his skin off, for through his transparent plastic tissues you could clearly see his artificial heart-pump, the clear tubes of his arteries and veins, the alloy “bones,” the cleverly simulated lung-sacs, visible for close study through an aperture in the rib-cage that gaped like a ghastly wound. People who first saw cyborgs always found them horribly lifelike, but that first impression always faded fast, and a cyborg after that was no more lifelike than a centrifuge or a television set.


  The staff at Lunar Station had had toward the Charlies something of the attitude of a window-dresser handling clothes-mannequins. But these mannequins were far more than stiff wax figures. They could walk, could obey the commands programmed into their electric nerve-systems. These mannequins were not made to stand in shop windows, but to plumb the stars. In the probes, at accelerations no human frame could endure, they would be sent to the worlds of foreign suns, and would walk those worlds and breathe their air and react to their gravitation, and then the probes would bring them back again to Lunar Station and the men there would ascertain the effects of the alien environments on these human analogs.


  It had taken a long time for the Station staff to get the cyborgs ready and programmed to act as humanity’s scouts into the stars. And during that time the men had humorously given them the Charlie names, in the way in which one had given a car or a boat a name, and had made small jokes about Charlie Nine being brighter than the others, and Charlie Fourteen being a coward who didn’t want to go to the stars, and the like. And now, to the infinitely lonely Martinsen, the joke became almost reality, and he talked to the cyborg he was examining as to a living man.


  He had gone to the hangars and had got from Probe 16 the tapes that held a record of the faroff coasts which that slim metal missile had explored. He had run through the tapes, first the visual ones that showed the tawny-red desert on which Charlie Sixteen had walked beneath two shadowed moons, and then the tapes on which the sensor instruments had recorded all the physical data of that world. He pondered certain points in those records, and had returned to his examination of Charlie Sixteen, not even hearing the muted metallic sounds from the hangars that told of two more probes making their automatic return and re-entry.


  “I think,” he told Charlie Sixteen, “that you’re a slightly damaged cyborg. Consider yourself lucky that that’s all . . . if you were a man, you’d be dead.”


  Consider yourself lucky, Charlie! If you were a man, you’d know, and think, and remember and . . .


  Martinsen pushed that thought out of his mind and went on with his examination. Charlies Eight and Eleven had come in by the time he finished with Sixteen, walking silently into the lab and then standing motionless on the painted numbers where their programming ended. Martinsen got the tapes from their two probes and started on them, unwilling to stop work even when the hours passed and he grew tired, unwilling to go back to the chair and sit and look at Earth.


  “Now why is your temperature down six degrees?” he muttered to Charlie Eight. “You went in and out of hypothermia perfectly the first time, but the second time you didn’t come quite back to normal, and . . .”


  “Are you out of your mind, talking to a Charlie?”


  Howard Ellam’s voice cut across, and Martinsen turned to find Ellam standing in the doorway, his eyes red-rimmed, his body swaying a little, but looking awake enough.


  “Just thinking aloud,” Martinsen said.


  “Thinking?” Ellam jeered. “Things have got bad, all right, when we start talking to cyborgs.”


  “I’d as lief talk to a Charlie as to a man coked up on sleep-pills,” flared Martinsen.


  Ellam stared at him and then laughed. “Want to hear a sick joke? The last two men in the world were locked up together, and what happened? They got cabin-fever.”


  He laughed and laughed and then he stopped laughing. He said dully, “I’m sorry, Mart.”


  “Oh, forget it,” said Martinsen. “But forget about us being the last two men, will you? No plague, not even an A-Plague, takes everyone. There’s always a few survivors.”


  “Sure, there’s always a few survivors,” said Ellam. “Kill off all the whooping-cranes, and there still turns out to be a few survivors, for a little while. But they’re finished, as a species. We’re finished.”


  “Bull,” said Martinsen without conviction.


  He went doggedly on with his examination of the Charlies, his notations of their reactions to specific environments. Ellam, as though regretting his outburst, helped him set up the bioinstrumentation, and the measuring of effects. Mineral dynamics was Ellam’s special field, and he was quick and precise in this. More probes, more missiles homing from the shores of infinity, kept coming in. Presently all but five of the eighteen Charlies stood in the lab.


  “Charlie Six hit it lucky,” said Ellam, after a while. “There’s a world out there at Proxima that would be just fine for humans. If there were any humans to go there.”


  Martinsen made no answer, but went on with his work. Presently, with a what’s-the-use shrug, Ellam quit and went out of the lab.


  Martinsen supposed he had gone back to his pills. But when he finally stopped working, too tired to be accurate any longer, and went back through the Station, he found Ellam sitting in C Room looking up through the window at Earth.


  “Never a light,” said Ellam. “It used to be we’d see the lights that were cities, through the little refractor, but it’s all dark now.”


  “The lights may be out, but people are still alive,” said Martinsen.


  “Oh, sure. A few of them. Sick and dying, or afraid they’ll soon be sick and dying, and all the already dead around them.”


  “Will you please knock it off?” said Martinsen.


  Ellam did not answer. After a moment Martinsen turned away. He did not feel like sleeping now. He went back to the labs.


  He had turned out the lights there when he left. He walked back in, dull with fatigue, and the bar of light from the passageway struck in through the dark rooms and littered off chrome flanges and bars, and showed the quiet faces, rows and rows of them, of the Charlies standing there, each on his number, not moving, not making a sound. And of a sudden, after all his long familiarity with them, a horror of them struck Martinsen and he stood shivering. What was he doing in this place upon an alien world, with these unhuman figures, all looking toward him from the shadows? He was a man, and this was not a place for men. Things had gone too fast. Once he had been a boy in a little Ohio country town, and its quiet streets and white houses and old elms and maples must be still much the same, and oh God, he wanted to go back there. But there would be nothing there but death now, man had gone too far and too fast indeed, he was trapped here with unhuman travesties who stood silently looking at him, looking and looking . . .


  He switched on the lights with a shaking hand, and suddenly there was a change, the Charlies were just Charlies, just machines that had never lived and never would live. Nerves, he thought. It had better not happen too often, for if it did he would end up running and screaming through the Station, and that was no way for a man to end. He could take pills like Ellam, but work was a better anodyne. He worked.


  For days he worked, making the routine examination of every Charlie, noting everything down and not asking himself what eyes would ever read his notes. And when all that was done, and he knew more about the worlds of foreign stars than man had ever known before, he set himself to repair those Charlies that had been damaged by radiation, poisonous atmospheres, or abnormal gravitation.


  Sometimes Ellam would help him, when he was not in a state of semi-stupor from his pills. He usually worked in heavy silence, but one time when the repair of Charlies was almost completed, Ellam asked, “What’s it all for, anyway? Nobody will ever be sending these Charlies out again.”


  “I don’t know,” Martinsen answered. And then, after a moment, “Maybe I will.”


  “You? The Station will be dead and you with it before they’d ever get back.”


  “I wasn’t thinking of having them come back,” Martinsen answered vaguely.


  An unusual sound of some kind awoke him later from his sleep. He sat up and listened and then he realized its origin. It came from the hangar of the emergency ferries.


  Martinsen ran all the way there. His heart was pumping and he had an icy dread on him, the fear of being altogether alone. He was in time to catch Ellam before Ellam had got the little ferry set up for its automatic launch.


  “Ellam, you can’t go!”


  “I’m going,” said Ellam stonily.


  “There’s nothing but death waiting on Earth!”


  Ellam jeered. “What’s waiting here? It may be a little longer in coming, but not much.”


  Martinsen gripped his arm. He had come almost to hate Ellam, during these last days, but now suddenly Ellam was infinitely precious to him as the last defense against ultimate solitude.


  “Listen,” he said. “Wait a little longer, till I get the Charlies all repaired. Then I’ll go with you.”


  Ellam stared at him. “You?”


  “Do you think I want to be left alone here? Anyway, it’s as you say, just a matter of time if we stay here. But I have one more thing I want to do.”


  After a moment Ellam said, “All right, if you’re going with me. I’ll wait a little while.”


  Martinsen had no illusions about the implications of his promise. The chances were that he and Ellam would both die of the plague very soon after they reached Earth. Still, death there was only a very high probability, whereas it was a certainty here when the Station machinery stopped operating. And that being so, there was not much room for choice.


  But the resolution that had been forming in him was suddenly, sharply crystallized now. Ellam would not wait too long, he knew. He would have little time to do the thing he wanted to do.


  He set to work furiously in Communications, preparing master-tapes. The first one was an audio-visual vocabulary tape in which the visual picture of a thing or an action was conjoined with Martinsen’s speaking the noun or verb that defined it. It would not be a very large vocabulary but it would contain the key words, and he thought that with it an intelligence of any reasonably high level could quickly advance to expanding interpretations.


  He was engaged in finishing this vocabulary-tape when Ellam came into the Communications room and watched him puzzledly for a while. Then he said puzzledly, “What in the world are you doing?”


  Martinsen said, “I’m going to send the probes and Charlies out, before we leave.”


  “Send them where?”


  “Everywhere they can go. Each one will take with him a copy of the tapes I’m preparing.”


  Ellam said, after a moment, “I get it. Messages in bottles from a drowning person. In other words, the last will and testament of a dying species.”


  “I still don’t think our species will die,” Martinsen said. “But even if it lives, it’s bound to slip back . . . maybe a long way and for a long time. Everything shouldn’t be lost . . .”


  “It’s a good idea,” said Ellam. “I’ll help you. Here, give me the mike.” And he spoke mockingly into it, “This is the deathbed message of a race who were such damn fools that they managed to kill themselves off. And our solemn warning is, don’t ever learn too much. Stay up in the trees.”


  Martinsen took the microphone away from him, but he sat brooding after Ellam had left. After all, there was truth in the bitter assertion that man was responsible for his own destruction. But was it the whole truth?


  He suddenly realized his inadequacy for this task. He was no philosopher or seer. He was, outside of his own specialized field of science, a thoroughly average man. How could he take it upon himself to decide what was important to tell, and what was not? Yet there was no one else to do so.


  The documentary factual knowledge, the science and the history, were what he began with and they were not so terribly difficult a problem. The Station contained a large microfilm library, and it was easy enough to set up the microfilm equipment so that selected factual knowledge fed directly onto the tapes. But there were also music, art, literature, many other things, and some of all that must survive. He felt more and more overwhelmed by the task as he muddled along trying to make his selections.


  How did you evaluate things? Were Newton’s Laws of Motion more important than Mozart’s quartets? Were the Crusades more worthy of being remembered than Plato’s Dialogues? Could he throw away forever the work of long-dead master artists, just because there was no room for a picture of the Parthenon? So much had been done in the world, so many causes valiantly fought, so much beauty created, so much toil and thought and dreaming, how could one pick and choose?


  Martinsen went doggedly on with it, and when the last master-tape was finished he knew how faulty and wretched a job he had done. But there was no time to try again.


  He sat for a while, looking at the last tape. He felt somehow that he could not let this imperfect record end without adding his own small word.


  He said, after a little while, into the microphone, “The thing that has happened to us was of our own doing. But it came not so much from evil as from fecklessness.”


  He brooded for a moment and then went on. “We inherited curiosity from the ape, and curiosity unlocked many doors for us. The door of power, the door of space. And finally, if all perish, the door of death. Let this be said of us, that we preferred the risk of disaster to the safety of always staying still. But whether this was good or bad, I do not know.”


  Wearily, he shut off the machine. There was nothing left to do but to run the master-tapes through a duplicator until there was a full set of duplicate tapes for each of the eighteen probes. Then he went to the laboratory where the Charlies were.


  Ellam, because he was impatient to get this done and leave, had agreed to program the Charlies. He looked almost cheerful now as he worked with Charlie Three. The endplates of the electrical “nerves” had been removed, and a chattering instrument was feeding code into the cyborg’s memory-banks, code-signals that were orders. Orders about course in space, orders covering the landing on any planet which looked habitable or inhabited, orders on delivering the tapes only if certain conditions that indicated civilization were present, orders to go on to other stars and other possible planets if they were not. The probes had an almost unlimited range in overdrive, and some would go far indeed.


  “Charlie Three is going to Vega,” said Ellam. “And from there, if necessary, on to Lyra 431, and maybe a lot farther. He’s going to see things, is Charlie Three. They all are.”


  Martinsen felt a pang of regret. Once men had thought that in time they too would see those things. But it was not to be, and the cyborgs would go in their place, weird lifeless successors of man.


  He thought of a poem he had read during his rummaging of the library. What was it Chesterton had written?


  “For the end of the world was long ago,


  And we all dwell today as children of a second birth,


  Like a strange people left on Earth


  After a judgment day.”


  The cyborgs were not people and instead of being left on Earth they were to fare into the wider universe. Yet, stillborn and lifeless though they were, they were yet in a sense the children of men, carrying out to unguessable places the story of their creators.


  The programming was finished. There was a wait. Then, at the ordered moment, the cyborgs walked quietly out of the laboratory, one after another.


  From the window in C Room, Martinsen and Ellam watched as the probes took off. They raced into the sky. as though eager to go, vanishing from view as they went rapidly into overdrive to cross the vast and empty spaces.


  Where would be the final ends of the Charlies? Some might perish in whirlpools of strange force, in unthinkable cosmic dangers. Others might ironically become the idols or gods of savage, ignorant minds. It could be that in time some would drift to other galaxies. But sometime, somewhere, one at least might deliver his message to those who could decipher it. The music of Schubert might be heard by alien ears, the dreams of Lucretius pondered by alien minds, and the human story would not pass without leaving its imprint on the universe.


  The last probe was gone. Martinsen looked up at the globe of Earth, and then he took Ellam gently by the arm.


  “Come on, Howard. Let’s go home.”


  THE PRO


  The Magazine of Fantasy and Science fiction, October 1964


  THE ROCKET STOOD tall and splendid, held for now in the nurse-arms of its gantry, but waiting, looking up and waiting . . .


  And why the hell, thought Burnett, do I have to think fiction phrases even when I’m looking at the real thing?


  “Must give you kind of a creepy feeling, at that,” Dan said.


  “God, yes.” Burnett moved his shoulders, half grinning. “Creepy, and proud. I invented that thing. Thirty years ago come August, in my ‘Stardream’ novel, I designed her and built her and launched her and landed her on Mars, and got a cent a word for her from the old Wonder Stories.”


  “Too bad you didn’t take out a patent.”


  “Be glad I didn’t,” Burnett said. “You’re going to fly her. My Stardream was prettier than this one, but only had two short paragraphs of innards.” He paused, nodding slowly. “It’s kind of fitting, though, at that. It was the Stardream check, all four hundred dollars of it, that gave me the brass to ask your mother to marry me.”


  He looked at his son, the slim kid with the young-old face and the quiet smile. He could admit to himself now that he had been disappointed that Dan took after his mother in the matter of build. Burnett was a big man himself, with a large head and large hands and heavy shoulders, and Dan had always seemed small and almost frail to him. And now here was Dan in his sun-faded khakis blooming like a rose after all the pressure tests and the vertigo tests and the altitude tests and the various tortures of steel chambers and centrifuges, tests that Burnett doubted he could have stood up to even in his best days. He was filled with an unaccustomed and embarrassing warmth.


  “You won’t get to Mars in her, anyway,” he said.


  Dan laughed. “Not this trip. We’ll be happy to settle for the Moon.”


  They walked on across the sun-blistered apron, turning their backs on the rocket. Burnett felt strangely as though all his sensory nerve-ends had been sandpapered raw so that the slightest stimulus set them to quivering. Never had the sun been so hot, never had he been so conscious of his own prickling skin, the intimate smell of clean cotton cloth dampening with sweat, the grit of blown sand under his feet, the nearness of his son, walking close beside him . . .


  Not close enough. Not ever close enough.


  It was odd, Burnett thought, that he had never until this moment been aware of any lack in their relationship.


  Why? Why not then, and why now?


  They walked companionably together in the sun, and Burnett’s mind worked, the writer’s mind trained and sharpened by thirty-odd years of beating a typewriter for an always precarious living, the mind that could never any more be wholly engulfed in any personal situation but must stand always in some measure apart, analytical and cool, Burnett the writer looking at Burnett the man as though he were a character in a story. Motivation, man. An emotion is unreal unless it’s motivated, and this is not only unmotivated, it’s inconsistent. It’s not in character. People often seem to be inconsistent but they’re not, they always have a reason for everything even if they don’t know it, even if nobody knows it, and so what’s yours, Burnett? Be honest, now. If you’re not honest the whole thing, man and/or character, goes down the drain.


  Why this sudden aching sense of incompletion, of not having done so many things, unspecified, for, by, and with this apparently perfectly happy and contented young man?


  Because, thought Burnett. Because . . .


  The heat waves shook and shimmered and the whiteness of sand and blockhouse and distant buildings were unbearably painful to the eye.


  “What’s the matter, Dad?” asked Dan, sharp and far away.


  “Nothing. Just the light—dazzling . . .” And now the sweat was cold on his big hard body and there was a cold evil inside him, and he thought, Well, hell, yes, of course. I’m scared. I’m thinking . . . Go ahead and drag it out, it won’t be any the better for hiding away there inside in the dark. I’m thinking that this boy of mine is going to climb into that beautiful horror back there, not very many hours from now, and men are going to fasten the hatch on him and go away, and other men will push buttons and light the fires of hell in the creature’s tail, and that it could be, it might be . . .


  There’s always the escape tower.


  Sure there is.


  Anyway, there you have it, the simplest motivation in the world. The sense of incompletion is not for the past, but for the future.


  “Sun’s pretty brutal here sometimes,” Dan was saying. “Maybe you should have a hat on.”


  Burnett laughed and took off his sunglasses and wiped the sweat-damp out of his eyes. “Don’t sell the old man short just yet. I can still break you in two.” He put the glasses on again and strode strongly, cleanly, beside Dan. Behind them the rocket stood with its head in the sky.


  In the common room of the astronauts’ quarters they found some of the others, Shontz who was going with Dan, and Crider who was back-up man, and three or four more of the team. Others had already left for the global tracking stations where they would sweat out the flight with Dan and Shontz. They were all stamped out of much the same mold as Dan, and that wasn’t a bad one, Burnett thought, not bad at all. Most of them had visited in his house. Three of them had even read his stories before they ever met either him or Dan. Now, of course, they all had. It seemed to delight them that they had on their team a top boy whose father was a writer of science fiction. He had no doubt that they had many a private joke about that, but all the same they greeted him with pleasure, and he was glad of them, because he needed some distraction to forget the coldness that was in him.


  “Hey!” they said. “Here’s the old expert himself. Hi, Jim, how goes it?”


  “I came down,” he told them, “to make sure you were doing everything according to the way we wrote it.”


  They grinned. “Well, how does it look to an old pro?” asked Crider.


  Burnett pulled his mouth down and looked judicial. “Pretty good, except for one small detail.”


  “What’s that?”


  “The markings on the rocket. You ought to paint them up brighter, good strong reds and yellows so they’ll show up against that deep, black, velvety, star-shot space.”


  Shontz said, “I had a better idea, I wanted the top brass to paint the rocket black velvet and star-shot so Them Out There couldn’t see us going by. But the generals only looked at us kind of funny.”


  “Illiterates,” said a tall solemn-faced young man named Martin. He was one of the three who had read Burnett’s stories. “Cut my teeth on them,” he had said, making Burnett feel more ancient than overjoyed.


  “Right,” said Crider. “I doubt if they ever even watched Captain Marvel.”


  “That’s the trouble,” said Fisher, “with a lot of people in Washington.” Fisher was round-faced and sunburned and cheerful, and he too had cut his teeth on Burnett’s stories. “When they were kids they never read anything but Captain Billy’s Whiz Bang, and that’s why they keep coming out with questions like, Why put a man on the Moon?”


  “Oh, well,” said Burnett, “that’s nothing new. People said that to Columbus. Fortunately, there’s always some idiot who won’t listen to reason.”


  Crider held up his right hand. “Fellow idiots, I salute you.”


  Burnett laughed. He felt better now. Because they were so relaxed and unworried he could loosen up too.


  “Don’t get smart with me,” he said. “I wrote the lot of you. When you were drooling in your cribs I was making you up out of ink and sweat and the necessity to pay the bills. And what did you do, you ungrateful little bastards? You all came true.”


  “What are you working on now?” asked Martin. “You going to do that sequel to ‘Child of a Thousand Suns’? That was a great story.”


  “Depends,” said Burnett. “If you’ll promise to keep the hell out of the Hercules Cluster just long enough for me to get the book written . . .” He counted on his fingers. “Serialization, hard-cover, soft-cover . . . Three years at a minimum. Can you do that?”


  “For you, Jim,” said Fisher, “we’ll hold ourselves back.”


  “Okay, then. But I tell you, it isn’t funny. These probes peering around Mars and Venus and blabbing everything they know, and some smart-assed scientist coming up every day with a new breakthrough in psionics or cryogenics or see-tee or FTL drives . . . it’s getting tough. Nowadays I have to know what I’m talking about, instead of just elaborating on a theory or making something up out of my own head. And now my own kid going to the Moon so he can come back and tell me what it’s really like, and there will go a dozen more stories I can’t write.”


  Talking, just talking, but the talk and the hearty, grinning young faces did him good and the coldness in him was gone . . .


  “Have faith, Dad,” said Dan. “I’ll find you something down in the caverns. A dead city. Or at the least an abandoned galactic outpost.”


  “Well, why not?” said Burnett. “Everything else has happened.”


  He grinned back at them. “I’ll tell you one thing, science fiction is a tough living but I’m glad it all came true while I was around to see it, and to see how the people who laughed at such childish nonsense took it. The look of blank shock on their little faces when Sputnik first went up, and the lovely horror that crept over them as they gradually began to realize that Out There is a really big place . . .”


  He was not just talking now, he felt a throb of excitement and pride that his own flesh and blood was a part of this future that had so suddenly become the present.


  They talked some more and then it was time to go, and he said goodbye to Dan as casually as though the boy was taking a shuttle hop between Cleveland and Pittsburgh, and he went away. Only once, when he looked back at the rocket, very distant now like a white finger pointing skyward, did the fear wrench at his guts again.


  He flew home that night to Cartersburg, in central Ohio. He sat up very late talking to his wife, telling her about Dan, how he had looked and what he had said and how he, Jim, thought Dan was really feeling.


  “Happy as a clam at high tide,” he told her. “You should have come with me, Sally. I told you that.”


  “No,” she said. “I didn’t want to go.”


  Her face was as calm and relaxed as Dan’s had been, but there was a note in her voice that made him put his arms around her and kiss her.


  “Quit worrying, honey. Dan’s not worried, and he’s the one that’s doing it.”


  “That’s just it,” she said. “He’s doing it.”


  Burnett had an extra drink or two to sleep on. Even so he did not sleep well. And in the morning there were the reporters.


  Burnett was beginning to not like reporters. Some of them were friendly guys, and some were just guys doing a job, but there were others . . . especially those who thought it intriguing that a science fiction writer should have fathered an astronaut.


  “Tell me, Mr. Burnett, when you first started to write science fiction, did you really believe it would all happen?”


  “That question’s a little sloppy, isn’t it?” said Burnett. “If you mean, did I think space-travel would happen . . . yes, I did.”


  “I’ve been reading some of your early stories. Managed to get hold of some of the old magazines . . .”


  “Good for you. Some of them are selling for nearly as much as I got for the stories. Go ahead.”


  “Well, Mr. Burnett, not only in your stories but in almost all the others, I was struck by the faith in space-travel they showed. Tell me, do you think the science fiction you chaps wrote helped make space-travel come true?”


  Burnett snorted. “Let’s be realistic. The big reason why rockets are going out now, instead of a century from now, is because two great nations are each afraid the other will get an advantage.”


  “But you feel that science fiction did something to bring it about, don’t you?”


  “Well,” said Burnett. “You could say that it encouraged unorthodox thinking and sort of prepared the mental climate a little for what was coming.”


  The reporter had finally made his point and seized triumphantly upon it. “So that one might say that the stories you wrote years ago are partly responsible for the fact that your son is going to the Moon?”


  The coldness came back into Burnett. He said flatly, “One might say that if one wanted some soppy human interest angle to add to the coverage of the moonflight, but there’s not any truth in it.”


  The reporter smiled. “Come now, Mr. Burnett, your stories surely had some influence on Dan in making his choice of a career. I mean, having been exposed to these stories all his life, reading them, listening to you talk . . . wouldn’t all that sort of urge him into it?”


  “It would not and it did not,” said Burnett. He opened the door. “And now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a lot of work to do.”


  When he shut the door, he locked it. Sally had gone off somewhere to avoid the whole thing and the house was quiet. He walked through it to the back garden and stood there staring hard at some red flowers and smoking until he could hold his hand steady again.


  “Oh, well,” he said aloud, “forget it.”


  He went back into the house, to his own room, his workroom—he had never called it a study because he didn’t study in it, he only worked—and shut the door and sat down in front of his typewriter. There was a half-written page in it, and six pages of copy beside it, the groping and much x-ed-out unfinished first chapter to the sequel of “Child of a Thousand Suns.” He read the last page, and then the page in the typewriter, and he put his hands on the keyboard.


  A very long time later he sighed and began almost mechanically to type.


  Later still Sally came in and found him sitting. He had taken that page out of the typewriter but he had not put another one in, and he was just sitting there.


  “Troubles?” asked Sally.


  “Can’t seem to get the thing going, is all.”


  She shook him gently by the shoulder. “Come and have a drink, and then let’s get the hell out of this house for a while.”


  She did not often talk like that. He nodded, getting up. “Drive in the country might do us good. And maybe a movie tonight.” Anything at all to get our minds off the fact that tomorrow morning is lift-off if the weather is right. Already Dan has slipped out of our grasp into the strange seclusions of the final briefing.


  “Did I urge him?” he said suddenly. “Did I, Sally? Ever?”


  She looked at him startled, and then she shook her head decisively. “No, Jim, you never did. He just naturally had to go and do this. So forget it.”


  Sure. Forget it.


  But Dan did get his horizons stretched young. And who’s to say what minute seed dropped so carelessly along the way, a single word perhaps, written for two cents or one cent or half a cent, and long forgotten, may by devious ways have led the boy to that little steel room atop a skyrocket?


  You might as well forget it, for there’s nothing you can do.


  They had the drive in the country, and they ate something, and they went to the movie, and then there was nothing to do but go home and go to bed. Sally went to bed, anyway. He did not know if she slept. He himself stayed up, sitting in his workroom alone with his typewriter and a bottle.


  All around him on the walls were the framed originals of cover paintings and interior illustrations from his stories. There was one from “Stardream”, written long before Dan was born, showing a beautiful white rocket in space, with Mars in the background. Underneath the pictures were rows of shelves filled with the end results of more than thirty years of writing, marching battalions of yellowing pulps a little frayed at the corners, paperbacks, the respectable hardcovers with their shiny jackets. This room was himself, an outer carapace compounded from his needs and his dreams, the full times when his mind flowered ideas like a spring river and the times of drought when nothing came at all, and always the work which he loved and without which he would cease to be Jim Burnett.


  He looked at the empty typewriter and the pages beside it and he thought that if he was going to sit up all night, he ought to go on with the story. What was it that Henry had said, years ago . . . “A professional is a writer who can tell a story when he doesn’t feel like telling a story.” That was true, but even for an old pro, there were times . . .


  At some time during the dark hours Burnett fell asleep on the couch and dreamed that he was standing outside the closed hatch of the capsule, pounding on it and calling Dan’s name. He couldn’t get it open, and he walked angrily around until he could look in through the port and see Dan lying there in the recoil chair, a suited dummy with a glittering plastic head, his gloved hands flicking at rows of toggles and colored levers with a cool unhurried efficiency that was unpleasantly robot-like. “Dan,” he shouted. “Dan, let me in, you can’t go off without me.” Inside the plastic helmet he saw Dan’s head turn briefly, though his hands never stopped from arranging the toggles and levers. He saw Dan’s face smiling at him, a fond but somehow detached smile, and he saw the head shake just a shade impatiently. And he heard Dan answer, “I’m sorry, Dad, I can’t stop now, I’ve got a deadline.” A shield or curtain, or perhaps a cloud of vapor from the liquid hydrogen moved across the port and he couldn’t see Dan anymore, and when he hammered on the hatch again he was unable to strike it hard enough to make the slightest sound.


  Without warning, then, he was a long distance away and the rocket was going up, and he was still shouting, “Dan, Dan, let me in!” His voice was swallowed up in thunder. He began to cry with rage and frustration and the sound of his tears was like rain falling.


  He woke to find that it was morning and a small thunderstorm was moving through, one of those little indecisive ones that change nothing. He got up rustily, wondering what the hell that dream was all about, and then looked at his watch. A little less than two hours to launch.


  He had one quick one to untie the knots in his stomach and then put the bottle away. Whatever happened, he would watch it sober.


  Damned queer dream, though. He hadn’t been worried at all, only angry.


  Sally was already up and had the coffee on. There were dark smudges under her eyes and the age-lines seemed to stand out clearer this morning than they usually did, not that Sally was old but she wasn’t twenty any more either, and this morning it showed.


  “Cheer up,” he said, kissing her. “They’ve done this before, you know. Like eight times, and they haven’t lost anybody yet.” Immediately, superstitiously, he was sorry he had said it. He began to laugh rather too loudly. “If I know Dan,” he said, “if I know that kid, he’s sitting in that capsule cooler than a polar bear’s nose in January, the only man in the country that isn’t . . .”


  He shut up too abruptly, and the phone rang. The phone. They had long ago shut off the regular one, silencing the impossible number of relatives and friends and wellwishers and reporters and plain pests, and this one that rang was a private thing between them and the Cape. He picked it up and listened, watching Sally standing frozen in mid-floor with a cup in her hands, and then he said, Thank you, and put it down.


  “That was Major Quidley. Everything’s Go except the weather. But they think the cloud-cover will pass. Dan’s fine. He sends his love.”—


  Sally nodded.


  “We’ll know right away if they call off the shot.”


  “I hope they don’t,” Sally said flatly. “I don’t think I could start this all over again.”


  They took their coffee and went into the living room and turned on the television and there it was, alone and splendid in the midst of the deserted field, the white flanks gleaming softly, touched around with little nervous spurts of vapor, and high above, so high, so small atop that looming shaft, the capsule thrust impatiently toward the clouds.


  And Dan was in there, suited, helmeted, locked away now from man and parent earth, waiting, watching the sky and listening for the word that would send him riding the thunder, bridling the lightning with sure hands, out into the still black immensity where the stars . . .


  Oh, Christ. Word stuff, paper stuff, and that’s neither words nor paper in that goddam little coffin, that’s my son, my kid, my little dirty gap-toothed boy with the torn britches and the scabs on his knees, and he wasn’t ever intended to ride thunder and bridle lightning, no man is. Pulp heroes were all made of wood and they could do it, but Dan’s human and soft and easily broken. He hasn’t any business there, no man has.


  And yet in that fool dream I was mad because I couldn’t go too.


  T-minus forty and holding. Perhaps they’ll call it off . . .


  Announcers’ faces, saying this and that, stalling, filling up time, making ponderous statements. Personages making ponderous statements. Faces of people, mobs of people with kids and lunches and bottles of pop and deck chairs and field glasses and tight capri pants and crazy hats that wanted to blow off in the wind, all watching.


  “They make me sick at my stomach,” he snarled. “What the hell do they think this is, a picnic?”


  “They’re all with us, Jim. They’re pulling for him. And for Shontz.”


  Burnett subsided, ashamed. “Okay,” he grumbled, “but do they have to drink orange soda?”


  The announcer pushed his headphone closer to his ear and listened. “The count is on again, ladies and gentlemen, T-minus thirty-nine now and counting. All systems are Go, the cloud-cover is beginning to break up, and there comes the sun . . .”


  The announcer vanished and the rocket was there again. The sun struck hard on the white flanks, the sharp uplifted nose.


  Dan would feel that striking of the sun.


  T-minus thirty and counting.


  I wish I could write this instead of watching it, Burnett thought. I’ve written it a hundred, two hundred, times. The ship rising up on the hammering flames, rising steady, rising strong, a white arrow shafting on a tail of fire, and you know when you write it that it’s going to do just that because you say so, and plunge on into the free wide darkness of space and go where you damned well tell her to without any trouble.


  T-minus twenty and counting.


  I wish, thought Burnett, I wish . . .


  He did not know what he wished. He sat and stared at the screen, and was only dimly aware when Sally got up from beside him and left the room.


  Ten. Nine. And that’s science fiction too, that countdown going backwards, somebody did it in a movie or a story decades ago because he thought it would be a nice touch. And here they are doing it.


  With my kid.


  Three, two, one, ignition, the white smoke bursting in mushrooming clouds from beneath the rocket, but nothing happening, nothing at all happening. But it is, the whole thing’s starting to rise, only why does it seem so much slower than the others I watched, what’s wrong, what the hell is wrong . . .


  Nothing. Nothing’s wrong, yet. It’s still going up, and maybe it only seems slower than the other times. But where are all the emotions I was sure I was going to feel, after writing it so many times? Why do I just sit here with my eyes bugging and the palms of my hands sweating, shaking a little, not very much but a little . . .


  Through the static roar and the chatter, Dan’s voice cutting in, calm and quick. All systems Go, it looks good, how does it look down there? Good, that’s good . . .


  Burnett felt an unreasonable flash of pure resentment. How can he be so calm about it when we’re sweating our hearts out down here? Doesn’t he give a damn?


  “Separation okay . . . second-stage ignition okay . . . all okay . . .” the level voice went on.


  And Burnett suddenly knew the answer to his resentful wonder. He’s calm because he’s doing the job he’s trained for. Dan’s the pro, not me. All we writers who daydreamed and babbled and wrote about space, we were just amateurs, but now the real pros have come, the tanned, placid young men who don’t babble about space but who go up and take hold of it . . .


  And the white arrow went on upward, and the voices talked about it, and it was out of sight.


  Sally came back into the room.


  “It was a perfect shot,” he said. And added, for no reason he could think of, “He’s gone.”


  Sally sat down in a chair, not saying anything, and Burnett thought, What kind of dialogue is that for a man who’s just seen his son shot into space?


  The voices went on, but the tension was going out of them now, it looks good, it looks very good, it is good, they’re on their way . . .


  Burnett reached out and snapped off the television. As though it had been waiting for the silence, the phone rang again.


  “You take it, honey,” he said, getting up. “Everything’s okay for now, at least . . . I might as well get back to work.”


  Sally gave him a smile, the kind of a smile a wife gives her husband when she sees all through his pretenses but wants to tell him, It’s all right, go on pretending, it’s all right with me.


  Burnett went into his workroom and closed the door. He took up the bottle in his hands and sat down in his padded chair in front of the typewriter with the empty roller and the neat stack of clean yellow sheets on one side and the thin pile of manuscript on the other. He looked at it, and he turned and looked at the shelves where thirty years of magazines and books and dreams and love and sweat and black disappointment were lined up stiff and still like paper corpses.


  “Your stories surely had some influence on Dan in making the choice of his career?”


  “No,” said Burnett loudly, and drank.


  “Wouldn’t all that sort of urge him into it . . . your son . . . going to the Moon . . .”


  He put the cork in the bottle and set it aside. He stood up and walked to the shelves and stood by them, looking, picking out one thing and then another, the bright covers with the spaceships and the men and girls in their suits and helmets, and the painted stars and planets.


  He put them back neatly into their places. His shoulders sagged a little, and then he beat his fist softly against the shelves of silent paper.


  “Damn you,” he whispered. “Damn you, damn you . . .”


  CASTAWAY


  The Man Who Called Himself Poe, May 1969


  IT SEEMED TO him that Broadway had never looked so depressing as in this early winter twilight, with the gas lamps yet unlit and the remnants of old poplars stirring sluggishly in a cold wind. Hoofs and wheels slapped over the cracked paving, and a tentative flake of snow drifted down.


  He thought that any place would be better than this, Richmond, Charleston, even Philadelphia. But they had really been no better, he had wearied of them all. He always wearied of places, even of most people. Perhaps it was just today’s disappointment, after all the other disappointments, that made him feel this way.


  He reached and entered the shabby little two-room office, and the faded little man writing at a desk looked up quickly, with a dim hope.


  “No. Nothing.”


  The hope—there had not been much—left the face of the other. He muttered, “We can’t keep going much longer.” Then he said, “There’s a young lady to see you. She’s waiting in your office.”


  “I am in no mood to write in young ladies’ autograph albums.”


  “But—she is quite a wealthy-looking young lady . . .”


  Poe smiled his white, twisted, sarcastic smile. “I see. And wealthy young ladies have wealthy papas, who might be induced to invest in a dying literary magazine.”


  But when he went into the inner office, he was all the courteous Virginian as he bowed to the seated girl.


  “I am most honored, Miss . . .”


  She did not raise her eyes as she murmured, “Ellen Donsel.”


  She was expensively dressed, from her fur-lined cloak to her blue rohan bonnet. Her face was plump, pink, and stupid-looking. Then she looked up at him, and Poe felt surprise. The eyes in that round face were blazing, vibrant with life and intelligence.


  “I suppose,” he said, “that you wish me to read my poems at some gathering, a thing which I have not the time to do. Or perhaps it’s a copy of ‘The Raven’ in my own handwriting—”


  “No,” she said. “I have a message for you.”


  Poe looked polite inquiry. “Yes?”


  “A message from . . . Aarn.”


  The word seemed to hang in the air, echoing like a distant bell, and for a moment neither spoke and he could hear the clip-clop of traffic out in the street.


  “Aarn,” he repeated, finally. “Now, that is a fine, sonorous name. Whose is it?”


  “It’s not a person,” said Miss Donsel. “It’s a place.”


  “Ah,” said Poe. “And where may this place be?”


  Her gaze stabbed him. “Don’t you remember?”


  He began to feel a little uneasy. Because he had written stories of the fantastic, cranks and mentally unbalanced people tended to seek him out. This girl looked normal, even commonplace. Yet the intensity of her eyes . . .


  “I’m sorry,” he said. “I have not heard the name before.”


  “Have you heard the name Lalu?” she said. “It’s my name. Or the name Yann? It’s your name. And we came from Aarn, though you came long before I did.”


  Poe smiled guardedly. “This fancy of yours is a rare one, madam. Tell me . . . what is it like, this place we came from?”


  “It lies in the great bay of the purple mountains.” Her eyes never left his. “And the river Zair flows down through the mountains, and the towers of Aarn loom above it in the sunset . . .”


  He suddenly interrupted her with a bursting laugh. Then he declaimed, “. . . glittering in the red sunlight with a hundred oriels, minarets, and pinnacles; and seeming the phantom handiwork, conjointly, of the sylphs, of the fairies, of the genii, and of the gnomes.”


  He laughed again, shaking his head. “That is the conclusion of my tale of ‘The Domain of Arnheim.’ Of course . . . Aarn . . . Arnheim. And you got the name Lalu from my Ulalume, and Yann from my Yaanek . . . why, madam, I must congratulate you on your cleverness.”


  “No,” she said. And again, “No. It was quite the other way around, Mr. Poe. You got your names from those I have just spoken.”


  He regarded the girl with interest. He had not had an experience quite like this one before, and was intrigued.


  “So I came from Aarn, did I? Then why don’t I remember it?”


  “You do, a little,” she murmured. “You remember the place—almost. You remembered the names—almost. You put them into your stories and poems.”


  His interest heightened. This girl might look like a fool—except for those intense eyes—but she obviously had an unusual imagination.


  “Where, then, is Aarn? On the other side of the world? In the garden of the Hesperides?”


  “Quite near here, Mr. Poe. In space, that is. But not in time. It is a long way in the future.”


  “Then you . . . and I, you say . . . came from the future to the present. My dear young lady, it is you who should be writing tales of fantasy, not I!”


  Her level gaze did not change. “You did write it. In the tale of the Ragged Mountain, About the man who went back through time for a little while.”


  “Why,” said Poe, “so I did, now I think of it. I had forgotten that clumsy effort. But that was just a freakish fancy.”


  “Was it? Was it only chance that made you write of traveling in time, a thing no one had ever seriously written of before? Or was it a suppressed memory?”


  “I wish it were so,” he said. “I assure you that I am not in love with this nineteenth century. But, unfortunately, I can remember my whole life quite clearly, and I have no memories of Aarn.”


  “That is Mr. Poe speaking,” the girl said. “He remembers only his own life. But you are not only Mr. Poe, you are also Yann.”


  He smiled. “Two people in one body? Tell me, Miss Donsel, have you read my ‘William Wilson’? It tells of a man with two personalities, an alter ego—”


  “I’ve read it,” she said. “And I know that you wrote it because you have two personalities, though one of them you cannot remember.”


  She leaned forward, and he thought that her eyes were more compelling than those of the mesmerists in whom he had been so interested. Her voice was almost a whisper.


  “I want to make you remember. I will make you remember. It’s why I came after you . . .”


  “Speaking of that, how does one travel temporally?” he interrupted, trying to keep to lightness. “In a flying machine of some sort?”


  Her face remained dead serious. “The body cannot move in time. No physical, material object can. But the mind is not material, it is a web of electric force locked into the physical brain. If the mind can be unlocked from the brain, it—being pure force—can be hurled back along the dimension of time and lock itself into the brain of a man of a former age.”


  “But to what purpose?”


  “To the purpose of dominating that brain and body and investigating the historical past through the eyes of a man living in that past. It is not easy to do and there is danger in it—the danger of selecting a host whose mind is so powerful that it dominates its visitant. And that is what happened to Yann, Mr. Poe—he is in your brain but dominated, numbed, affecting only your subconscious and giving it half-memories that you think are dreams and fancies.”


  She added, “You must have a powerful mind indeed, Mr. Poe, so to dominate Yann.”


  “I’ve been called many things but not a dullard,” he said, and then, with an ironical wave of his hand around the shabby office, “You see the heights to which my intellect has brought me.”


  “It has happened before,” she murmured. “One of us was trapped in the brain of a Roman poet named Lucretius . . .”


  “Titus Lucretius Carus? Why, madam, I’ve read his De Rerum Natura, and its strange theories of an atomic science.”


  “Not theories,” she insisted. “Half-memories. They so tormented him that he killed himself. And there were others, in other levels of time.”


  Poe said, admiringly, “A bizarre idea, that. It would certainly make a tale . . .”


  She interrupted. “I am speaking to you, Mr. Poe, but I am trying to speak to Yann. To awaken him from his numbed captivity in your brain, to make him remember Aarn.”


  She went on, rapidly, almost fiercely, and all the time her eyes held his. And he listened in fascination as the names and places and things of his tales came into her speech, sometimes altered, sometimes unchanged, all woven into a fabric by this girl’s impassioned imagination.


  “There was—or I should say, here and now, that there will be, an Age of Violence beyond anything the world has known. And the climax of it will be a setting loose of fiery forces that will wreak unprecedented destruction.”


  Poe thought of his own tale in which mankind had perished in a worldwide explosion of flame, and the girl seemed to catch the thought from the half-smile on his face.


  “Oh, not all of humanity were—or will be—destroyed. But many, many, and when the Age of Violence passed, there were thousands where there had been millions. So our world, of centuries from now, the world in which Aarn lives, is not the crowded, bustling place that this one is.


  “Yann, remember! Remember our beautiful, clean, uncrowded world! Remember the day that we drifted down the Zair in your boat, all the way from the mountains. Down the yellow waters with the great water lilies about us, and the forest dark and somber beyond them, all the way until above Aarn we came to the Valley of Many-Colored Grass, and walked there amid the silver trees and looked down on the fliers skimming in the sunlight above the towers of Aarn.


  “Don’t you remember? That was when you first told me that you had been to the Temporal Laboratory at Tsalal, and had volunteered for the going-back. You would go back to a time not long before the Age of Violence, and would see the world as it was before the great wars shattered it, would see through the eyes of another man all the things that had been lost to history in the devastation.


  “Do you remember my tears? How I begged you not to go, how I reminded you of those who had never come back, how I clung to you? But your historical researches had so obsessed you that you would not listen. And so you went. And it was as I had feared, and you did not come back.


  “Yann, this is Lalu speaking! Do you know what a torture it can be to wait? Until finally I could bear it no longer and won permission from the Temporal Laboratory to come back to this time and search for you. And the weeks I’ve been here, in another person’s body, seeking in vain, until at last I found the clue, found the names that we knew in Aarn in tales that had become famous, and knew that only the writer of them could be your host. Yann!”


  Poe had listened, half-dreaming, as the names from his own fancied worlds had floated on the air. But that final shrill cry of agonized appeal brought him to his feet.


  “My dear Miss Donsel! I do greatly admire your imaginings, but you must control yourself—”


  Her eyes flamed. “Control myself? What have I been doing all these weeks, in this ugly and terrible world, confined in the body of this meaty girl?”


  A cold shock stabbed through him at those words. No woman, not even in jest, would think of herself or speak of herself in that way. But then it must mean . . .


  The room, the angry face, everything, seemed to waver, as though under water. He felt a strangeness rise in him, the world seemed to fall away from him, and for a moment his old dreams seemed to rise into reality around him, changed but real.


  “Yann?”


  Was the girl smiling? Of course, the minx was succeeding in hoodwinking the famous Mr. Poe with moonbeams and nonsense, and would happily tell all her little friends about it! The pride and arrogance that were deep in his nature made him stiffen, and the strangeness ebbed.


  “I regret,” he said, “that I cannot devote more time now to your ingenious jeu d’esprit, Miss Donsel. I can only thank you for the assiduousness with which you have studied my little tales.”


  He opened the door, and bowed to her. She stood up, and her face was not smiling now, but stricken.


  “No use,” she whispered, finally. “No use at all.”


  She looked at him, and said in a low voice, “Goodbye, Yann,” and closed her eyes.


  Poe stepped toward her. “My dear young lady, please . . .”


  Her eyes opened again. He stopped short. All the intense life and intelligence had gone out of those eyes, and she stared at him with a stupid, goggling gaze.


  “What?” she said. “Who . . .”


  “My dear Miss Donsel . . .” he began again.


  She uttered a squawking scream. She backed away from him, and put her hands up to her face, and stared at him as though he were the devil.


  “What happened?” she cried. “I . . . everything went away . . . I went asleep in the middle of the day . . . How did I . . .? What am I doing . . . here?”


  So that was it, he thought. Of course! Having played the part of the imaginary Lalu, she must now mime it out that her visitant had left her.


  He said, smiling acidly, “I congratulate you, not only on your imagination but on your acting abilities.”


  She paid no heed to him at all. She ran past him and tore open the door. It was late, and his assistant had gone home, and by the time Poe followed her into the other office, Miss Donsel had run out into the street.


  He hurried after her. The gas street lamps were on, but in the passing traffic he could not at first see her. Then he heard her shrill call, and saw her climbing into a public cab that had pulled up. He started after her, and saw her face, eyes round with terror, looking back at him the moment before she disappeared into the cab. The driver spoke to his horses and the cab went on.


  Poe, always short of temper, felt an angry impatience. He had let himself be made a fool of, even to listen to that chit and her clever beguilings. Probably by now she was mirthfully triumphant.


  And yet . . .


  He walked back to the office. Thin flakes of snow were drifting down in the sickly yellow of the lamps, and the dust in the street was beginning to turn to greasy mud. The raw wind brought the sound of brawling voices from further along the street.


  “This ugly and terrible world . . .” Well, it had often seemed so to him, and tonight it grimaced more repellently than ever. He supposed it was because of all the airy fancies of the sunset towers of Aarn that the girl had picked from his own book and stuffed into his ears.


  He went back into his office and sat down at the desk. As his anger cooled a little, he wondered again if there was not a tale in all that artful nonsense? But it so echoed all his other stories that they would say he was repeating himself. Yet still, the idea was intriguing—the man lost out of his time . . .


  “I have reached these lands but newly, from an ultimate dim Thule, from a wild, weird clime that lithe sublime, out of Space, out of Time . . .


  “Did I write those lines? Or . . . did Yann?”


  For a moment Poe’s face yearned, haggard and haunted. If it were true, if beyond tomorrow was a finer world, Thule, Aarn, Tsalal? If the phantom, lovely shape he could never quite see, Ulalume, Lenore, Morella, Ligeia, was a memory . . .


  He wanted to believe, but he could not, he must not. He was a man of reason and a thing like this if believed could shatter reason, could kill a man.


  It would not kill him.


  It would not.


  With a hand that trembled only slightly, he opened the desk and reached in for the bottle.


  STARK AND THE STAR KINGS


  Stark and the Star Kings, chapbook, August 2005


  THE GREAT RIFT VALLEY runs southeast just below the equator, a stupendous gash across the dry brown belly of Mars. Two and a half thousand miles it runs in length, and as much as twenty thousand feet in depth, and all that enormous emptiness is packed and brimming over with the myths and superstitions of more thousands of years than even the Martians can count.


  Along the nighted floor of the valley, Eric John Stark went alone.


  The summons had been for him alone. It had reached him unexpectedly in the gritty chill of a Dryland camp. A voice of power had spoken in his mind. A quiet voice, as compelling as death.


  “Oh, N’Chaka,” the voice had said. “Man-Without-a-Tribe. The Lord of the Third Bend bids you come.”


  All Mars knew that the one who called himself Lord of the Third Bend had laired for many lifetimes in the hidden depths of the Great Rift Valley . Human? No one could say. Even the Ramas, those nearly-immortal Martians with whom Stark had once done battle in the dead city of Sinharat had known nothing about him. But they feared his strength.


  Stark had thought about it for perhaps an hour, watching red dust blow across a time-eaten land made weird and unfamiliar by the strangely diminished sunlight.


  It was odd that the summons should come now. It was odd that the Lord of the Third Bend should know enough about him to call him by that name that few men knew and fewer still ever used; not his true patronymic but his first-name, given him by the sub-human tribe that had reared him. It was odd, in fact, that the Lord of the Third Bend should call him by any name, at any time, as though he might have need of him.


  Perhaps he did.


  And in any case, it was not often that one was invited into the presence of Legend.


  So Stark was riding his scaly beast through the perpetual night of the valley, toward the Third Bend. Although that voice of power had not spoken again in his mind, he had known exactly how to reach his destination.


  He was approaching it now.


  Far ahead, to the right, a little light showed. The rays were as feeble as though strangled at birth, but the light was there. It grew slowly brighter, shifting in his view as the beast changed direction. They were rounding the Third Bend.


  The ruddy glow of light strengthened, contracting from a vague glow into a discrete point.


  The beast shied suddenly. It turned its ungainly head and hissed, staring through the darkness to the left.


  “And now what?” Stark asked it, his hand going to the weapon at his belt.


  He could see nothing. But it seemed to him that he heard a faint sound as of laughter, and not in a human voice.


  He took his hand away from his weapon. Stark did not doubt that the Lord of the Third Bend had servants, and there was no reason that the servants need be human.


  Stark cuffed his mount and rode on, looking neither to right nor left. He had been invited here, and he was damned if he would show fear.


  The beast padded on reluctantly, and the far-off witch-laughter drifted through the darkness, now louder and again soft and far away. The point of ruddy light ahead expanded and became an upright rectangle, partly veiled by mists that seemed to curl through it from beyond.


  The glowing rectangle was a great open door, with a light beyond it. The door was in the side of a building whose shape and dimensions were unguessable in the shrouding darkness. Stark got the impression of a huge sombre citadel going up into the perpetual night of the abyss and showing only this one opening.


  He rode up to the portal and dismounted, and went through into the curling mists beyond. He could see nothing of whatever hall or cavern he had entered, but there was a feeling of space, of largeness.


  He stopped and waited.


  For a time there was no sound at all. Then, from somewhere in the mist, whispered the sweet and evil laughter that was not quite human.


  Stark said to it, “Tell your master that N’Chaka awaits his pleasure.”


  There were hidden titterings and scurryings that seemed to circle upon themselves, and then that quiet compelling voice he remembered spoke to him. He was not sure for a moment whether he heard it with his ears or with his mind. Perhaps both. It said, “I am here, N’Chaka.”


  “Then show yourself,” said Stark. “I bargain with no one whose face I cannot see.”


  No one appeared, and the voice said with infinite softness, “Bargain? Was there mention of bargaining? Does the knife in one’s hand bargain with its owner?”


  “This knife does,” said Stark. “You must have need of me or you would not have brought me here. If you have need of me, you will not destroy out of mere annoyance. Therefore show yourself, and let us talk.”


  “Here in my remoteness,” said the voice, “the winds have told me much of the Earthman with two names who is not of Earth. It appears that what I heard was true.”


  There came a sound of sandals upon the stone. The mists rolled back. The Lord of the Third Bend stood before Stark.


  He was a young man, dressed in the very old High Martian costume of a toga-like garment whose ends brushed the floor. His smooth face was incredibly handsome.


  “You may call me Aarl,” he said. “It was my man-name once, long ago.”


  Stark felt the hairs lift on the back of his neck. The eyes in that young face were as black as space, as old, and as deep. They were eyes of knowledge and strength beyond anything human, eyes to steal a man’s soul and drown it. They frightened him. He felt that if he looked full into them he would be shattered like flawed glass. Yet he was too proud to glance away. He said, “Am I to understand that you have existed in this shape for all these ages?”


  “I have had many shapes,” said Aarl. “The outward semblance is only illusion.”


  “Perhaps for you,” said Stark. “Mine is somewhat more integral. Well. I have come far and I am tired, hungry, and thirsty. Are wizards above the laws of hospitality?”


  “Not this one,” said Aarl. “Come with me.”


  They began walking through what Stark took, from the echoes, to be a high-roofed hall of some length. There was no more sound from the unseen servitors.


  The mists drew farther back. Now Stark could see walls of dark stone that went up to a great height. Upon them were designs of fire, shining arabesques that constantly moved and changed shape. Something about them bothered Stark. After a moment he realised that the fiery designs were corroded, tarnished, like the sunlight of upper Mars.


  “So,” he said. “The darkness is here, too.”


  “It is,” said Aarl. He glanced sideling at Stark as they walked. “How do the wise men of science explain this darkness to the people of the nine worlds?”


  “You already know that, of course.”


  “Yes. Nevertheless, tell me.”


  “They say that the whole solar system has moved into a cosmic dust cloud that is dimming the sun.”


  “Do they believe that, these wise men with all their instruments?”


  “I don’t know. That is what they must say, of course, to forestall panic.”


  “Do you believe it?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  “I have been among the tents of the Dryland nomads. Their wise men say differently. They say it is not an inert thing but an active force.”


  “They are wise indeed. It is not a dust cloud. It is more than that, very much more than that.”


  Aarl stopped walking and spoke with feverish intensity.


  “Can you conceive of a vampire something that drinks energy, that steals it from across a great void . . . a greater void than you imagine? A thing that will, if it is not stopped, devour not only the light of the sun but even the force of gravity that holds this family of worlds together? That will literally destroy the solar system?”


  Stark stared at him appalled, not wanting to believe yet knowing somehow that it was so.


  The Lord of the Third Bend reached out and grasped Stark’s wrist with an icy hand.


  “I’m afraid, Stark. My powers are great, but against this they’re useless without help. That is why I need you. Yes. Need you. Come, and I’ll show you why.”


  They sat in a mist-bordered chamber high in the citadel. And Stark was remembering the words of an ancient bardic chant.


  Fear the Lord of the Third Bend . Fear him, for he is the master of time.


  “The great void of which I spoke,” said Aarl, “is not only a dimension of space. Look.”


  Stark looked at the curtain of mist. And was caught by the incredible scene that formed within it.


  A panorama of stars, the great glooms of the void a background for a wilderness of flaring suns. He felt himself drawn into that immensity, to rush through it at incredible speed. Chains of stars rose up before him, mountain-ranges of high-piled, shining nebulae loomed on either hand. He swept past them in all their glory and left them far behind.


  The view shifted, changed perspective. And Stark beheld ships ahead of him, gleaming starships that raced through the celestial jungle.


  He saw them brilliant and small as toys. With a vertiginous wrench he returned to the reality of his own body and the coldness of the stone he sat upon.


  “You are adept,” he said, “at putting all this into my mind. Which is what you’re doing.”


  “True,” said Aarl. “But it is not mere imagining. You see what I have seen across two hundred thousand years of time. You see the future.”


  Stark believed it. The Lord of the Third Bend had not acquired his stature in the minds of generations of men by means of fraud. The sort of shabby trickery known to any village thaumaturgist would not have stood the test. Aarl wielded the lost knowledge of forgotten Mars, a science that differed greatly from the science of Earth but was none the less a science.


  He looked at the vision on the screen of mist. Two hundred thousand years.


  “Those ships,” said Aarl, “those very powerful ships that travel with such speed, are the ships of the Star Kings.”


  That name, heard for the first time, rang in Stark’s mind like the strident call of a bugle.


  “The Star Kings?”


  “The men who rule that future umiverse, each in his own kingdom, principality, or barony.”


  “Ah,” said Stark, and looked again. “That is right and fitting. The starlands are too bright for grubby clerks, and bureaucrats in rumpled suits each trying to be more common than the next. Yes. Let there be Star Kings.”


  “You must go there, Stark. Into the future.”


  A small pulse began to beat beneath the angle of Stark’s jaw. “Into the future. Bodily? Your knowledge can send me bodily across two hundred thousand years?”


  “Two years or two million. It is all the same.”


  “Can you bring me back? Bodily.”


  “If you survive.”


  “Hm,” said Stark, and looked again at the vision. “How would I go? I mean, in what capacity?”


  “As an envoy, a messenger. Someone must go and meet these Star Kings face to face.” Aarl’s voice was angry. “I have ascertained that this menace to our solar system exists in their time. I have attempted to contact them by mental arts, without success. They simply did not hear. That is why I sent for you, Stark.”


  “You sent for N’Chaka,” Stark said, and smiled. N’Chaka, the Man-without-a-tribe who could not remember his real parents, naked fosterling of the beast-folk of wild sun-shattered Mercury; N’Chaka, who wore his acquired humanity like an uncomfortable garment and who still tended to use his teeth when angered. “Why N’Chaka as an ambassador to the courts of the Star Kings?”


  “Because N’Chaka is an animal at heart, though he has a man’s brain. Animals do not lie, they do not turn traitor because of greed for money or power, or because of that worse tempter, philosophical doubt.” Aarl studied him with those space-deep eyes, “in other words, I can trust you.”


  “You think that if someone offered me a throne at Algol or Betelgeuse, I wouldn’t take it?” Stark laughed. “The Lord of the Abyss overestimates the purity of the beast.”


  “I think not.”


  “And anyway, why a bastard Earthman? Why not a Martian?”


  “We’re too concerned with our past, too deeply rooted in our own sacred soil. You have no roots. You do have a devouring curiosity, and a rare capacity for survival. Otherwise you would not be here.” He held up his hand to forestall comment. “Look.”


  The scene on the mist-curtain changed abruptly. Now a madman’s dream of space appeared, a tangled nightmare of crowding suns, dead stars, filamentary nebulae. Stark seemed to be racing at blinding speed through this cosmic jungle.


  “The region at the western limb of the galaxy,” said Aarl. “it is called, in that future time, The Marches of Outer Space. It holds a number of the smaller star-kingdoms. It also holds this.”


  Two old red suns like ruby brooches pinned a ragged veil of darkness across the starfield. Stark plunged into the gloom of the dark nebula, past dim drowned stars dragging their nighted planets. The coiling dust seemed to tear like smoke with the wind of his passing. Out on the other side there was light again, but it was strangely bent, distorted around an area of blankness, of nothingness quite different from the dusty darkness of the nebula. He could not see into it. The vision seemed to recoil, as though struck back by a blow.


  “Not even my arts can penetrate that blind area,” said Aarl. “But it is from there that the force comes, leaping back through time, draining the energy from our solar system.”


  “And my task, if I go, will be a simple one,” Stark said. “Find out what that force is, who is responsible for it, and put an end to it.” He shook his head. “Your faith in my abilities is touching, but do you know what I think, Aarl? I think you’ve lived in this dark hole far too long. I think your senses have left you.”


  He stood up, turning his back to the screen of mist.


  “The task is impossible, and you know it.”


  “Yet it must be done.”


  “If it’s a natural phenomenon, some freak warping of the continuum . . .”


  “Then of course we are helpless. But I don’t think it is.” Aarl rose. He seemed to have grown taller and his eyes were hypnotic in their intensity. “You have no love for Earth because of what Earthmen did to your foster-tribe, yet I think you would not truly wish all those millions dead and the planet with them, long before its time. And what of Mars, which has been something of a home to you? She too has a while to go before the night overtakes her.”


  The pulse hammered more strongly under Stark’s jaw. “I wouldn’t even know where to start. It could take a lifetime.”


  “We do not have a lifetime,” said Aarl, “nor even half of one. The energy-drain is accelerating rapidly. And I can tell you where to begin. With a man named Shorr Kan, King of Aldeshar in the Marches . The most powerful of the petty kings, and wily enough for two. You will find him sympathetic.”


  “How so?”


  “Because this strange force is causing him immediate trouble. You must find a way to enlist his help.”


  “You speak as though I’ve already made my decision.”


  “You have.”


  Stark turned and looked at the mist-curtain again. It was blank now, only mist and nothing more. Yet he could still see the ships of the Star Kings and the untamed jungle of the Marches . The future, undiscovered, unexplored. Could he have the chance to see it, and refuse?


  He said, “I suppose you’re right.”


  Aarl nodded. “You had no choice, really. I was sure of that before I summoned you.”


  Stark shrugged. Suppose he tried and failed; it was better than sitting helplessly. And he could make his own decision about coming back.


  He followed Aarl out of the chamber.


  They came at length into a long hall crowded with objects. Stark recognized several instruments of modern Earth science; there was a fine seismograph, spectroscopic equipment, an array of electronic items, the latest in lasers. There were other things that seemed to have survived out of ancient Mars, arrangements of crystalline shapes that had no meaning whatever for Stark. There were yet other objects that he surmised had been constructed by the Lord of the Third Bend himself.


  One of these was a sort of helical cage of crystal ribbons whose upper part spiralled away toward the high-vaulted roof. It appeared to vanish up there. Stark attempted to follow its progressively blurring outlines and was forced to stop, overcome with vertigo.


  Aarl took his place within the lower part of the cage. “This helix amplifies my mental powers and enables me to manipulate the time-dimension. Stand anywhere. I shall be able to retain contact with your mind, since we are now attuned to communication, but I shall not waste precious energy on conversation. When you are ready to come back, tell me.”


  He did something with his hands. The crystal ribbons began to run with subtle fires.


  “When you awaken you will be in the future, and I shall have given you such knowledge of it as I possess.”


  Before the darkness took him, Stark felt an incongruous pang of hunger. Aarl’s promised hospitality had not been forthcoming.


  He had a strange dream. He was infinite. He was transparent. The spaces between his atoms were large enough to let whole constellations through. He moved, but his motion was neither forward nor backward; it was a sly sneaky sidelong slither through . . . what?


  In his dream the motion made him very sick. He felt like vomiting, but there was nothing inside him and so he could only retch.


  Perhaps that was why Aarl had not bothered to feed him.


  Retching, he awoke.


  And saw that he had stopped moving. There was solid ground beneath his feet. His stomach received this information gratefully.


  The light was peculiar. It was greenish. He looked up and saw a green sun blazing in a blue-green sky flecked with minty clouds.


  He recognized the sun. It was Aldeshar, in the Marches of Outer Space.


  The planet whose solidity was so welcome to him must be Altoh, the throne-world.


  He had appeared, materialized, reassembled . . . whatever it was he had done . . . on a low ridge above an alien city. It was a pleasant city, low-roofed and rambling, with here and there a tall fluted tower for variety. The people had done without the ugly cubism of functional building. A network of canals glittered in the sunlight. There was a profusion of trees and flowering shrubs. The wandering streets were thronged with people and the canals were busy with boats. There seemed to be no motorized traffic on the surface, so the air was blessedly clean.


  All the movement in the streets seemed to be converging toward a point in the southwestern sector of the city, where he could see a clump of more imposing buildings, with taller towers and an enormous square. The city was Donalyr, the capital, and the buildings would be Shorr Kan’s palace and the administrative center of the star-kingdom.


  A vast deep-bass humming sound suddenly filled the heavens, drawing Stark’s attention away from the city. Down across the sky, ablaze with light and roaring with the thunder of God, a colossal ship slanted into its landing pattern. Stark’s gaze followed it down, to a starport far out beyond the northern boundaries of Donalyr. The ground trembled beneath him, and was still.


  Stark went down to the city. In the time it took him to reach the outskirts, three more ships had landed.


  He let himself be carried along with the flow of people toward the palace square. He found that Aarl had supplied him with a working knowledge of the language; he could understand the chatter around him. The folk of Altoh were tall and strong, with ruddy tan skins and sharp eyes and faces. They wore loose brightly-colored garments suitable to the mild climate. But there were many foreigners, in this place where the starships came and went, men and women and a sprinkling of non-humans, in all shapes and sizes and colors, wearing every sort of dress. Donalyr, apparently, was quite used to strangers.


  Even so, the people he passed turned their heads to look at Stark. Perhaps it was his height and the way he moved, or perhaps it was something arresting about the harsh planes of his face and the peculiar lightness of his eyes, accentuated by a skin-color that spoke of long exposure to a savage sun. They sensed some difference in him. Stark ignored them, secure in the knowledge that they could not possibly guess the degree of his differentness.


  Ships continued to drop in rolling thunder out of the sky. He had counted nine by the time he reached the edge of the great square. He looked upward to watch number ten come in, and he felt the tiniest movement close to him in the crowd, the lightest of touches as though a falling leaf had brushed him. He whipped his right hand round behind him, snapped it shut on something bony, and turned to see what he had caught.


  A little old man stared up at him with the bright, unrepentant face of a squirrel caught stealing nuts from someone else’s hoard.


  “You’re too fast,” he said. “Even so, you’d never have had me if your clothing wasn’t so unfamiliar. I thought I knew where every pocket and purse in the Marches is situated. You must come from way back in.”


  “Far enough,” said Stark. The old man wore a baggy tunic of no particular color, neither light nor dark, brilliant nor dull. If you didn’t look hard at him you wouldn’t see him in the throng. Beneath the hem he showed knobby knees and pipestem shanks. “Well,” said Stark, “and what shall we do with you, Grandfather?”


  “I took nothing,” said the old man. “And it’s my word against yours . . . you can’t prove that I even tried.”


  “Hm,” said Stark. “How good is your word?”


  “What a question to ask!” said the old man, drawing himself up.


  “I’m asking it.”


  The old man shot off on another tack. “You’re a stranger here. You’ll need a guide. I know every stone of this city. I can show you all of its delights. I can keep you out of the hands of . . .”


  “. . . of thieves and pickpockets. Yes.” Stark pulled his captive around to a more comfortable position. “What’s your name?”


  “Song Durr.”


  “All right, Song Durr. There’s no hurry, we can always decide later what to do.” He kept a strong hold on the thin wrist. “Tell me what’s going on here.”


  “The Lords of the Marches are gathering for a conference with Shorr Kan.” He laughed. “Conference, my eye. What’s your name, by the way?” Stark told him. “That’s an odd one. I don’t seem to place the world of origin.”


  “I am also called N’Chaka.”


  “Ah. From Strior, perhaps? Or Naroten?” He looked keenly at Stark. “Well, no matter.” His voice dropped. “Perhaps that is your Brotherhood name?”


  A brotherhood of thieves, of course. Stark shrugged and let the old man interpret the gesture as he would. “Why did you say, ‘Conference, my eye’?”


  “Some starships have been lost. The rulers of a dozen or so little kingdoms are hopping mad about it. They suspect that Shorr Kan is responsible.” Song Durr cackled admiringly. “And I wouldn’t be surprised if he were. He’s the hell and all of a king. Give him a little more time and he’ll rule all the Marches . Him, that didn’t have a pan to cook in when he first came here.” He added, “My hand will be quite ruined, Brother N’Chaka.”


  “Not just yet. How were these ships lost?”


  “They simply disappeared. Somewhere out beyond Dendrid’s Veil.”


  “Dendrid’s Veil. That would be a dark nebula? Yes. And who is Dendrid?”


  “The Goddess of Death.”


  It seemed a fitting name. “And why do they blame Shorr Kan ?”


  Song Durr stared at him. “You must be from way back in. That’s no man’s land out there, and there’s been a lot of pawing and picking at it . . . quarrels over boundaries, annexations, all that. A lot of it is still unexplored. Shorr Kan has been the most daring and ambitious in his activities, or the most unscrupulous, whichever way you want to put it, though they’d all do the same themselves if they had the courage. Also, we haven’t lost any ships.” He rubbed his skinny nose and grinned. “I’d like to be a fly on the wall when they have that conference.”


  Stark said, “Brother Song Durr, let us be two flies.”


  The old man’s eyes popped. “You mean, get right inside the palace?” He pulled sharply against Stark’s grip. “Oh, no.”


  “You mistake me,” Stark said. “I don’t mean to break in like thieves. I mean to walk in, like kings.”


  Or like ambassadors. Envoys, from another time and place. Stark wondered if Aarl were listening, in his misty Martian citadel two hundred thousand years ago.


  Song Durr stood, rigid in all his stringy sinews, while Stark told him what he was going to have to do if he wanted to keep his freedom.


  In the end, Song Durr began to smile.


  “I think I would like that,” he said. “Yes, I think that would be better than another stay in the convict pens. I don’t know why . . . if it were anyone but you, Brother N’Chaka, I’d take the pens, but somehow you make me believe that we can get away with it.” He shook his head. “You do have large ideas, for a country boy.”


  Cackling, he led the way toward the surrounding streets.


  “We’ll have to hurry, Brother. The Star Kings will be arriving soon, and we mustn’t be late to the party!”


  The procession of the Star Kings glittered its way from the landing place at the far end of the palace square, where the hover-cars came down, along the central space held open by rows of tough-looking guardsmen in white uniforms, toward the palace itself. There were jewels enough and royal costumes of divers sorts, and faces of many colors, four of them definitely non-human; a brilliant pageant, Stark thought, and suitable to the place, with the magnificent towers looming above in the fierce green glare of the sun, the vast crowd, the humming silence, the intricately carved and fluted portico where Shorr Kan, Sovereign Lord of Aldeshar, sat upon a seat of polished stone . . . a tiny figure at this distance, but somehow radiating power even so, a signal brightness among grouped and shining courtiers.


  The brazen voice of a chamberlain echoed across the square, reproduced from clusters of speakers.


  “Burrul Opis, King of the worlds of Maktoo, Lord Paramount of the Nebula Zorind. Kan Martann, King of the Twin Suns of Keldar. Flane Fell, King of Tranett and Baron of Leth . . . .”


  One by one the Star Kings approached the seat of Shorr Kan and were greeted, and passed on into the palace with their retinues.


  “Now,” said Stark, and pushed Song Durr forward. From between two of the guardsmen the old man cried out, “Wait! Wait, there! One other is here to confer with our sovereign lord! Eric John Stark, Ambassador Ex . . .”


  His voice squeaked off as the guardsmen grabbed him. The chamberlain who was turning away from the last departing hover-car, looked with surprised annoyance at the commotion.


  Stark stepped forward, thrusting the guardsmen apart. “Eric John Stark, Ambassador Extraordinary from the worlds of Sol.”


  He had shed his travel-stained garments, still patched with the red dust of Mars. He was clad all in black now, a rich tunic heavy with embroidery over soft trousers and fine boots. Song Durr had stolen them from one of the best shops catering to off-worlders. He had wanted to steal some jewels as well, but Stark had settled for a gold chain. For a moment everything went into a tableau as the chamberlain stared at Stark and the guardsmen hesitated over whether or not they should kill him where he stood.


  Stark said to the chamberlain, “Tell your master that my mission is urgent, and deals with the subject of the conference.”


  “But you were not on the list. Your credentials . . .”


  “I have travelled a very long way,” said Stark, “to speak with your king. What I have to say concerns the death of suns. Are you a man of such courage that you dare turn me away?”


  “I am not a brave man at all,” said the chamberlain. “Hold them.” The guardsmen held. The chamberlain sent an attendant scurrying toward the palace. Shorr Kan had paused in his rising, his attention drawn to the interruption. There was some hurried talk, and Stark saw Shorr Kan make a decisive gesture. The attendant came scurrying back.


  “The Ambassador from Sol may approach, with an escort.”


  The chamberlain looked relieved. He nodded to the guardsmen, who stepped out of line, weapons at the ready, and positioned themselves behind Stark and Song Durr, who was now gloriously robed in crimson. The little man was breathing hard, holding himself nervously erect.


  They strode through a rising babble as the crowd pushed and craned to see this new curiosity. They mounted the palace steps. And Stark stood before Shorr Kan, King of Aldeshar in the Marches of Outer Space.


  King he might be, but he had not grown fat on it, nor unwatchful. He was still the hunting tiger, the cool-eyed predator with prey under his paw and his whiskers a-twitch with eagerness to get more. He looked at Stark with a kind of deadly good humor, baring strong white teeth in a strong hard face.


  “Ambassador Extraordinary from the worlds of Sol. Tell me, Ambassador . . . where is Sol?”


  That was a good question, and one Stark did not attempt to answer. “Very far away,” he said, “but even so, of interest to Your Majesty.”


  “How so?”


  “The problem facing you here in the Marches also affects us. When I heard of the conference, I didn’t wait to present my credentials in the normal manner. It’s vital that I attend.” Was Shorr Kan ignorant of Sol because of its distance and unimportance, or because it no longer existed? In which case . . . Stark forced the thought resolutely away. If he let his mind become involved with time paradoxes he would never get anywhere.


  “Vital,” Shorr Kan was asking, “to whom?”


  “This power beyond Dendrid’s Veil, whatever it may be, is killing our sun, our solar system. Yours may be next. I would say it’s vital to all of us to find out what that power is.”


  Deep in the tiger eyes Stark saw the stirring of a small shadow and recognized it for what it was. Fear.


  Shorr Kan nodded his dark head once. “The Ambassador from Sol may enter.”


  The guardsmen stepped back. Stark and Song Durr followed the king and his courtiers through the great portal.


  “I almost believed you myself,” Song Durr whispered. His step was light now, his face crinkled in a greedy smile. “For a country boy, you do well.”


  Stark wondered how he would feel about that later on.


  The conference was a stormy one, held in a huge high-vaulted hall that made kings and courtiers seem like dressed-up children huddled in the midst of its ringing emptiness. Some predecessor of Shorr Kan’s had designed it most carefully. The dwindling effect of the architecture was deliberate. The throne-chair was massive, set so high that everyone must look up and become aware, not only of the throne and its occupant, but of the enormous winged deities that presided on either side of the dais. They had identical faces, very fierce and jut-nosed and ugly. Eyes made of precious stones glared down at the lesser kings. Stark surmised that the original of those unpleasant faces had been the builder’s own.


  Shorr Kan sat there now, and listened to his enemies.


  Flane Fell, King of Tranett, seemed to be spokesman for the group, and the foremost in angry accusation. His skin was the color of old port, his features vulturine. He wore gray, with a diamond sunburst on his breast, and his bald skull, narrow as a bird’s, was surmounted by a kind of golden tower. After a great deal of bickering and shouting he cried out, “If you are not responsible for the loss of our ships, then who is? What is? Tell us, Shorr Kan !”


  Shorr Kan smiled. He was younger than Stark had expected, but then youth was nothing against a conqueror.


  “You believe that I am developing some great secret weapon out there beyond Dendrid’s Veil. Why?”


  “Your ambitions are well known. You’ll rule the Marches alone, if you can.”


  “Of course,” said Shorr Kan. “Isn’t that true of every one of us? It’s not my ambitions you fear, it’s my ability. And I’d remind you that I’ve not needed any secret weapons so far.” All their silken plumage rustled with indignation, and he laughed. “You have formed an alliance against me, I’m told.”


  “Yes.”


  “How do you propose to use it?”


  “Force,” said Flane Fell, and the others shouted agreement. “Overwhelming force, if you drive us to it. Your navy is powerful, but against our combined fleets Aldeshar couldn’t stand for a week.”


  “True,” said Shorr Kan, “but consider. What if I do in fact possess a secret weapon? What would happen then to your lovely fleets? I doubt if you’ll take that chance.”


  “Don’t be too sure, upstart,” said Kan Martann furiously. “We’ve all lost ships, all but you, Shorr Kan. If you have no weapon, and you’re truly ignorant of the force beyond Dendrid’s Veil, why are you preserved from misfortune?”


  “Because I’m smarter than you are. After the first ship disappeared, I kept mine out of there.” He made a sweeping gesture, bringing Stark into the group. “I present to you Eric John Stark, Ambassador Extraordinary from the worlds of Sol. Perhaps we ought to hear what he has to say. It seems to have some bearing on our quarrel.”


  Stark knew from the beginning that he was talking against the barrier of completely closed minds. Still, he told them the meticulous truth, leaving out only the mention of time and characterizing Aarl simply as a scientist. They barely let him finish.


  “What did you hope to gain by this?” asked Flane Fell, addressing the throne. “The fellow is an obvious imposter, intended to convince us that because some mythical system on the other side of the galaxy is being attacked by this menace, you could have nothing to do with it. Did you think we’d believe it?”


  “I think you’re a parcel of fools,” said Shorr Kan, when the clamor had subsided. “Suppose he’s telling the truth. If this thing can kill one sun, it can kill another . . . Aldeshar, Tranett, Maktoo, the Twins of Keldar.”


  “We’re not that easily deceived!”


  “Which simply means that you’re frightened out of your royal wits. You want to believe in a weapon controlled by me because you feel you can do something about that. But suppose it’s a weapon not controlled by me? Suppose it’s some wild freak of nature not controlled, or controllable, by anyone? Wouldn’t you be wiser to find out?”


  “We’ve tried,” said Flane Fell grimly. “We lost ships and gained no knowledge. Now it’s up to you. This is our ultimatum, Shorr Kan. Dismantle your weapon, or give us proof that the thing is not of your making. In one month’s time an unmanned vessel will be sent beyond the Veil. If it vanishes, and your proofs have not been forthcoming, it means war.”


  They lifted their clenched fists all together and shouted, “War!”


  “I hear you, brother kings. Now go.”


  The group departed with a clatter of jewelled heels on the echoing floor.


  “You, too,” said Shorr Kan, and dismissed his courtiers. “Stay,” he said to Stark. “And you, little thief . . .”


  “Majesty,” said Song Durr, “I am chamberlain to the Ambassador . . . .”


  “Don’t lie to me,” said Shorr Kan. “I was one of the Brotherhood myself, before I became a king. You have my permission to steal, if you can do it without being caught, as much as will not bulge that borrowed finery. In one hour I shall send men to hunt for you, but they will not look beyond the palace doors.”


  “Majesty,” said Song Durr, “I embrace your knees. And yours, country boy. We were well met indeed. Good luck to you.” He scampered away, thin shanks twinkling beneath his robe.


  “His worries are small,” said Shorr Kan, and smiled.


  “But you don’t envy him.”


  “If I did, I would be in his place.” Shorr Kan came down from the throne and stood before Stark. “You’re a strange man, Ambassador. You make me uneasy, and you bring disturbing news. Perhaps I ought to have you killed at once. That is what my brother kings would do. But I’m not a born king, you see, I’m an upstart, and so I keep my eyes and ears and especially my mind wide open. Also, I have another advantage over my colleagues. I know I’m telling the truth when I say that. I have no secret weapon, and I do not know what force this is that eats up ships and stars. Do you believe me, Ambassador?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  “If you controlled the force, you’d use it.”


  Shorr Kan Laughed. “You see that, do you? Of course you do. That pack . . .” He jerked his chin contemptuously at the doorway. “Their spite blinds them. Their chief hope is to be rid of me, no matter what else befalls them.”


  “You must admit they’ve mousetrapped you rather neatly.”


  “They think they have. But they are only petty kings, Ambassador, and there is nothing more petty than a petty king.”


  He looked up and around the great hall. “Hideous, isn’t it? And those two fellows there beside the throne, with their ugly great faces. I’ve thought of putting hats on them, but they look silly enough already. Aldeshar was always a petty kingdom, always will be. But first steps must be small, Ambassador. There are larger thrones ahead.”


  Ambition, intelligence, energy, ruthlessness, shone in him like a brilliant light. They made him beautiful, with the beauty of things which are perfect in their design and flawless in their functioning.


  “Now there is a problem to be solved, eh?” The tiger eyes came back to Stark, fixed on him. “Why did you come to me, Ambassador? All this long, long way from Sol.”


  “It seemed that we might help each other.”


  “You need help from me,” said Shorr Kan. “Do I need help from you?”


  “How can I answer that until we know what threatens us?”


  Shorr Kan nodded. “I have a feeling about you, Ambassador Stark. We shall be great friends, or great enemies, and if it’s the latter, I’ll not hesitate to kill you.”


  “I know that.”


  “Good, we understand each other. Now, there is much to do. My scientific advisors will want to hear your story. Then . . .”


  “Your Majesty,” said Stark, “of your mercy . . . it’s been a long time since I tasted food.”


  A scant two hundred thousand years.


  Two old red suns like ruby brooches pinned a ragged curtain of darkness across the starfield. Dendrid’s Veil, looking exactly as Stark had seen it in the mist of Aarl’s citadel chamber. The view was still a projection, this time on the simulator screen of a Phantom scout, the fastest ship in Shorr Kan’s fleet, loaded with special gear.


  Stark and Shorr Kan stood together studying the simulator. Beneath Stark and around him, tormenting the whole of the ship’s fabric and his own flesh, was the throb and hum of the FTL drive, a subliminal sense of wrenching displacement coupled with a suffocating feeling of being trapped inside a shell of unimaginable power like an unhatched chick in an egg. The image on the screen was an electronic trick no more genuine than Aarl’s, except that the actual nebula was ahead.


  The flight was no spur-of-the-moment thing. There had been endless hasslings with counsellors; scientific advisors, military and civilian advisors, all of whom pulled furiously in totally different directions. In the end, Shorr Kan had had his way.


  “A king is made for ruling. When he ceases to have the courage and the vision necessary to perform that function, he had damn well better abdicate. My kingdom is threatened with destruction by two things, war and the unknown. Unless the unknown is made known, war is inevitable. Therefore it is my duty to find out what lies beyond Dendrid’s Veil.”


  “But not in person,” said his counsellors. “The risk is too great.”


  “The risk is too great to send anyone but myself,” said Shorr Kan. Nobility radiated from him, illumined the throne and the ugly genies. It was easy to see how he drew his followers to him. “What is a king, if he does not think first of the safety of his people? Prepare a ship.”


  After all the orders were given and the counsellors sent off to deal with them, Shorr Kan grinned at Stark. They were alone then in the great hall.


  “Nobility is all very well, but one must be practical too. Do you see my point, Ambassador?”


  Stark’s patience had worn somewhat with the wrangling and delay. He had been conscious of an increasing urgency, as though Aarl were putting a silent message into his mind; “Hurry!”


  He said rather curtly, “At best you’ll bait your brother kings to follow you because they’ll be afraid to let you go alone. You may find a way to destroy them, or use them as allies, whichever seems advisable at the time. At worst, with a fast ship under you, you may hope to have a line of escape open if things go too far wrong. How can you be sure they won’t simply blow you out of space, thus negating both possibilities?”


  “They’ll want me to lead them to the weapon. I think they’ll wait.” Shorr Kan put his hand confidently on Stark’s shoulder. “And since you’ll be with me, you had better hope that I’m right. I’ve made some enquiries about you, Ambassador.”


  “Oh?”


  “I thought perhaps you might be a spy for my brother kings, or even an assassin. You do have the look of one, you know. But my agents could find no trace of you, and you don’t seem to have sprung from any of our local planets. So I must believe you’re what you say you are. There’s only one small problem . . .” He smiled at Stark. “We still haven’t been able to locate Sol. So I’m keeping you by me, Ambassador, close by, as an unknown quantity.”


  An unknown quantity, Stark thought, to be used or discarded. Yet he could not help liking Shorr Kan.


  And now he stood in the bridge of the scout and wondered whether Shorr Kan had read his brother kings aright. Because the ships of the Kings of the Marches had followed them, were following, at a discreet distance but hanging stubbornly in their wake.


  “We’ll make planetfall in the nebula,” said Shorr Kan. “Ceidri, the farthest inhabited world we know and the closest to the edge of this unknown power. They’re strange folk, the Ceidrins, but the Marches are full of strange folk, the beginnings of new evolutions and the rags and bobtails of old ones driven out here by successive waves of interstellar conquest. Perhaps they can tell us something.”


  “They’re scientists?”


  “In their own peculiar way.”


  The chief of the scientists who had accompanied the battery of instruments mounted aboard made a derisive sound.


  “Sorcerors. And not even human.”


  “And what have you been able to tell us?” Shorr Kan demanded. “That there is an area of tremendous force beyond the Veil, force sufficient to warp space around it, destroying everything that comes near it? We knew that. Can you tell us how to approach this force, how to learn its source without being destroyed ourselves?”


  “Not yet.”


  “When you know, tell me. Until then, I’ll take whatever knowledge I can get regardless of the source.”


  Time passed, time that was running out for all of them, here and now and for the nine little worlds of Sol two hundred thousand years in the past. The ship plunged into the dark nebula as into a cloud of smoke, and it was as Stark had seen it on Aarl’s misty curtain, the coiling wraiths seeming to shred away with the speed of the ship’s passing. An illusion, and then the ship dropped out of FTL into normal space. Here at the edge of the nebula the veil was thin and a half-drowned star burned with a lurid light, hugging one small planet close to it for warmth.


  Through the torn openings of Dendrid’s Veil, Stark could see what lay beyond, the area of blankness, secret and strange.


  It seemed to have grown since last he saw it.


  They landed on the planet, a curious shadowed world beneath its shrouded sun, a hothouse of pale vegetation. There was a town, with narrow lanes straggling off among the trees and houses that were themselves like clumps of vegetation, woven of living vines that bloomed heavily with dark flowers.


  The people of Ceidri were dark too, and small, deep-eyed and shambling, with clever hands and coats of rich glossy fur that shed the rain. They received their visitors out of doors, where there was room for them to stand erect. Night came on and the sky glowed with twisting dragon-shapes of dull fire where the parent star lit drifts of dust.


  Talk was through an interpreter, but Stark was aware of more than the spoken words. There were powerful undercurrents of both fear and excitement.


  “It is growing,” said the chief, “it reaches, grasps, sucks. It is a strong child. It has begun to think.”


  There came a silence over the clearing. A shower of rain fell lightly and passed on.


  “You are saying,” said Shorr Kan in a strangely flat voice, “that that thing out there is alive? Interpreter, make certain of the meaning!”


  “It lives,” said the chief. His eyes glowed in his small snubby face. “We feel it.” And he added, “It will kill us soon.”


  “Then it is evil?”


  “Not evil. No.” His narrow shoulders lifted. “It lives.”


  Shorr Kan turned to his scientists. “Can this be possible? Can a force . . . a . . . nothing be alive?”


  “It has been postulated that the final evolution might be a creature of pure energy, alive in the sense that it would feed on energy, as all life-forms do in one form or another, and be sentient . . . to what degree we can only guess, anything from amoeboid to God-like.”


  The chief of the scientists stared at the heavens, and then at the small brown creatures who watched with their strange eyes. “We cannot accept it. Not on this evidence. Such a momentous occurrence . . .”


  “. . . ought to have been discovered by the proper authorities,” said Shorr Kan, and added a short word. “It may be so, it may not be so, but let us keep an open mind.” To the headman of the Ceidrins he said urgently, “Can you speak to the thing? Communicate?”


  “It does not hear us. Do you hear the cry of the organisms in the air you breathe or the water you drink?”


  “But you can hear . . . it?”


  “Oh, yes, we hear. It grows swiftly. Soon we shall hear nothing else.”


  “Can you make us able to hear?”


  “You are men, and men tend to be deafened by their own noises. But there is one here . . .” His glossy head turned. His eyes met Stark’s. “One here is not like the rest, he is not quite deaf. Perhaps we can help him to hear.”


  “Very well, Ambassador,” said Shorr Kan, “You came to learn what it is that eats your sun. Here is your chance.”


  They told him what to do. He knelt upon the ground and they formed a ring of small dark shapes around him, with the dark flowers shedding a heavy scent, and the dragon sky above. He looked into the glowing eyes of the chief, and felt his mind becoming malleable, being drawn out, a web of sensitive threads, stretching, linking with the circled minds.


  Gradually, he began to hear.


  He heard imperfectly with his limited human brain, and he was glad instinctively that this was so. He could not have supported the full blaze of that consciousness. Even the echo of it stunned him.


  Stunned him with joy.


  The joy of being alive, of being sentient and aware, of being young, thrusting, vibrant, strong. The joy of being.


  There was no evil in that joy, no cruelty in the strength that pulsed and grew, sucking life from the cradling universe as simply and naturally as a blade of grass sucks nourishment from the soil. Energy was its food and it ate and was not conscious of life destroyed. That conception was impossible to it. In its view nothing could be destroyed, only changed from one form to another. It saw all of creation as one vast source of fuel for its eternal fires, and that creation now included all of time as well as space. The tremendous force gathering at the heart of the thing had begun to twist the fabric of the continuum itself, deforming it so fantastically that the Sol of two hundred thousand years ago was as accessible as the drowned sun of Ceidri.


  It was very young. It was without sin. Its mental potential spanned parsecs. Already it had intimations of its own greatness. It would think, and grow, while the myriad wheeling galaxies swarmed like bees in the sheer beauty of their being, and in due course it would create. God knew what it would create, but all its impulses shone and were pure.


  It was innocent. And it was a killer.


  Yet Stark yearned to be a part of that divine strength and joyousness. He desired to be lost forever within it, relieved of self and all the petty agonies that went with human living. He felt that he had almost achieved this goal when the contract was broken and he found himself still kneeling with the Ceidrins round him and a soft rain falling. The rain had wet his cheeks, and he was desolate.


  Shorr Kan spoke to him, and he answered.


  “It is alive. A new species. And it means the end of ours, if we don’t kill it. If it can be killed.”


  He stood up, and he saw their faces staring at him, the King of Aldeshar and his scientists and his experts in war and weaponry, doubtful and afraid. Afraid to believe, afraid not to believe.


  And Stark added, “If it should be killed.”


  The voices began then, clamoring all at once, until they were silenced by a new sound.


  Down across the dragon sky, the ships of the Star Kings came to land.


  Shorr Kan said, “We’ll wait for them here.” He looked at Stark. “While your mind was straining at its tether to be gone, I had a report from my ship. The power cells are being drained. Only an infinitesimal loss so far, but definite. I wonder what my brother kings will make of it all.”


  His brother kings were jubilant. They had left their heavy cruisers standing off Ceidri, an overwhelming force against Shorr Kan’s scout. They were delighted to have caught their fox so easily.


  “If you have a weapon, you can’t use it against us now without using it against yourself,” Flane Fell told him. He had laid aside his silks and jewels, and his golden crown. Like the others, he was dressed for war.


  “If I had a weapon,” said Shorr Kan tranquilly, “that thought would have occurred to me. I imagine you’re having the planet searched for hidden installations, possible control centers, and the like?”


  “We are.”


  “And do you still suppose that any human agency could possibly create or control the force that lies out there?”


  “All the evidence will be fairly evaluated, Shorr Kan.”


  “That gives me great comfort. In the meantime, have your technicians monitor the power cells of your ships with great care. Have them monitor mine as well. And don’t be too long about your decision.”


  “Why?” demanded Flane Fell.


  Shorr Kan beckoned to Stark. “Tell them.”


  Stark told them.


  The Kings of the Marches, the human kings, looked at the Ceidrins and Flane Fell said, “What are these that we should believe them? Little lost brute-things on a lost planet. And as for this so-called ambassador . . .”


  He did not finish. One of the non-human kings had stepped forward to confront him. This fellow’s dawn-ancestor had bequeathed to him a splendid rangy build, a proud head with an aristocratic snout and only a suggestion of fangs, and a suit of fine white fur banded handsomely with gray. His smile was fearsome.


  “As a brute-thing myself,” he said, “I speak for my fellow kings of the minority, and I say that the hairless son of an ape is no less a brute-thing than we, and no more competent to judge truthfulness in any form. We ourselves will speak with the Ceidrins.”


  They went to do so. Shorr Kan smiled. “The King of Tranett has already given me allies. I’m grateful.”


  Stark had gone apart. He looked at the sky and remembered.


  The morning came dark with drifting rain. When the clouds broke it seemed to Stark that the shrouded sun was dimmer than he remembered, but that of course was imagination. The four non-human kings rejoined the group. Their faces were solemn, and the chief of the Ceidrins was with them.


  “The man Stark spoke truly,” said the gray-barred king. “The thing has already begun to draw the life from this sun. The Ceidrins know they’re doomed, and so shall we be in our turn if this thing is not destroyed.”


  Reports came in from the ships, those that had landed and those still free in space awaiting orders. All had unexplained losses of energy from the power cells.


  “Well, brother kings,” said Shorr Kan, “what is your decision?”


  The four non-humans ranged themselves with the King of Aldeshar. “Our fleets are at your disposal, and the best of our scientific minds.” The gray-barred king looked at Flane Fell with blazing golden eyes. “Leave your little spites behind, apeling, or all our kind, all things that breathe and move, are foredone.”


  Shorr Kan said, “You can always kill me later on, if we live.”


  Flane Fell made an angry gesture. “Very well. Let all our efforts be combined, to the end that this thing shall die.”


  “Let all our efforts be combined . . .”


  Messages were flashed to the scientific centers of the far-flung star-worlds. Messages all asking the same question.


  How can this thing be killed, before it kills us?


  The ships had left Ceidri and returned to the hither side of the nebula, where they hung like a shoal of fingerlings against the Veil, catching palely the light of distant suns. They waited for answers. Answers began to come.


  “Energy!” said Shorr Kan, and cursed. “The thing is energy. It devours energy. It lives on suns. How can it be destroyed with energy?”


  Narin Har, chief of the joint scientific missions now aboard Flane Fell’s flagship, that being the largest and possessed of the most sophisticated communications center, answered Shorr Kan.


  “We have results from the three great computers at Vega, Rigel, and Fomalhaut. They all agree that we must use energy against energy, in the form of our most potent missiles.”


  Shorr Kan said, “Anti-matter?”


  “Yes.”


  “But won’t that simply feed its strength?”


  “They’re working on the equations now. But judging from the relatively slow rate at which it is presently absorbing energy from the stars it has attacked, we ought to be able to introduce the violent energy of anti-matter missiles into it in such quantities that it will be unable to assimilate rapidly enough. The result is expected to be total annihilation.”


  “How many missiles?”


  “That is the information we’re waiting for now.”


  It came.


  Narin Har read the figures to the Kings of the Marches, assembled in the flagship. These figures meant little to Stark, who was present, but he could see by the faces of the kings that the impact of them was staggering.


  “We must ask for every ship available from every ruler in the galaxy,” said Shorr Kan. “Every available anti-matter missile, which may not be enough since the supply is limited, and a full complement of conventional atomics. We must beg for them, and with all speed.”


  The scout ship, sent back through the Veil, had brought word that the thing was growing now with frightening rapidity.


  The message was sent, backed by all the scientific evidence they could muster.


  Again they waited.


  Beyond the Veil the thing fed contentedly and dreamed its cosmic dreams. And grew.


  “If the Empire sends its ships,” said Shorr Kan, “the rest will follow.” He pounded his fist on the table. “How long does it take the fools to deliberate? If they insist on waggling their tongues forever . . .” He stood up. “I’ll speak with Jhal Arn myself.”


  “Jhal Arn?” asked Stark.


  “You are a country boy, Ambassador. Jhal Arn is ruler of the Mid-Galactic Empire, the most potent force in the galaxy.”


  “You sound as though you don’t love him.”


  “Nor the Empire. That is beside the point now. Come along, if you like.”


  In the communications room, Stark watched the screen of the sub-space telecom spring to life.


  “The Hall of Suns,” said Shorr Kan, “at Throon, royal planet of Canopus and center of the Empire. Ah, yes. The Imperial Council is in session.”


  The hall was vast, splendid with the banners and insignia of a thousand star-kingdoms, Stark caught only a fleeting glimpse of that magnificence, and of the many alien personages . . . ambassadors, he thought, representing their governments at this extraordinary session, princes and nobles from worlds he did not know. The view narrowed in upon the throne chair, where a tall man sat looking into the apparatus before him so that he seemed to be staring straight at Shorr Kan. Which he was, across half a galaxy.


  Shorr Kan wasted no time on regal courtesies.


  “Jhal Arn,” he said, “you have no cause to love me, nor I you, and you have no cause to trust me, either. Still, we are both citizens of this galaxy, and here we both must live or die, and all our people with us. We of the Marches are committed, but we have not the strength to fight this thing alone. If you do not lead the way for the Star Kings, if you do not send the ships we need, then you will have condemned your own Empire to destruction.”


  Jhal Arn had a fine strong face, worn with the strain of governing. There was wisdom in his eyes. He inclined his head slightly.


  “Your feelings, and mine, are of equal unimportance, Shorr Kan. The lords of the Council have now understood that. We have conferred with all our scientists and advisors. The decision has been taken. You shall have the ships.”


  The screen went dark.


  And they waited, watching the blank heavens where the far suns burned, while the great blazing wheel of the galaxy turned on its hub of stars, one infinitesimal fraction of a revolution so long that only a computer could comprehend it.


  At last the ships came.


  Stark watched them on the screens as they came, dropping out of the void. Shorr Kan told him what they were. The squadrons of Fomalhaut Kingdom, with the blazon of the white sun on their bows. The ships of Rigel and Deneb, Algol and Altair, Antares and Vega. The fleets of wide-flung Kingdoms of Lyra and Cygnus and Cassiopeia, of Lepus and Corvus and Orion. The ships of the Barons of Hercules, ensigned with the golden cluster. And on and on until Stark’s head was ringing with star names and giddy with the sheer numbers of that mustering.


  Last of all, huge sombre shadows of interstellar war, came the great battle-cruisers of the Empire.


  The ships of the Star Kings, in massed rendezvous off Dendrid’s Veil. The heavens were aglitter with them.


  There was much coming and going of star-captains, discussions of strategy, endless pawings-over of data and clackings of on-board computers. The vast armada hung in the starshine, and Stark remembered the battle plans he had made in his own life, in a former time; the plotted charges of the men of Kesh and Shun in the Martian Drylands, the deadly tribal prowlings in the swamps and seas of Venus. Exercises for prattling babes. Here, on the screen, was magnificence beyond belief.


  And on the other side of the Veil was an adversary beyond his former imagining.


  He wondered if Aarl still waited and listened. He wondered if the worlds of Sol still lived.


  At length Shorr Kan told him, “We are ready. The combined fleets will move In exactly six units, Galactic Arbitrary Time.”


  The fleets of the Star Kings moved. Rank on shining rank, they plunged into the gloom of the nebula, crashed headlong through the coiling clouds of dust to burst into open space beyond where the twisted enigma waited, sprawled carelessly across space and time.


  Stark stood with Shorr Kan by the screens of the small scout, attached now to Shorr Kan’s navy, three heavy cruisers and a swarm of lighter craft, everything that could carry a missile.


  Aldeshar’s fleet was in the first attack wave, with the other fleets of the Marches . The scout leaped away from the nebula, fired its conventional atomics into the looming blankness of the thing ahead, then spiraled upward and away, skirting the edges of destruction. It took up station where it could see, and if necessary, run. Shorr Kan was again being practical.


  The first wave struck like a thunderbolt, loosing the full batteries of their missiles and swerving away a complicated three-dimensional dance of death, carefully plotted to avoid being swallowed by the enemy and to leave the way clear for the following wave.


  And they came, the silver fleets with their proud insignia of suns and clusters and constellations; the might of the Star Kings against the raw power of creation.


  They poured their salvos of unthinkable energy into the child of energy, lighting smothered flares across the parsecs, pounding at the fabric of the universe with which the creature was entwined until space itself was shaken and the scout ship lurched in the backlash as though upon a heavy sea.


  The creature, roused, struck back.


  Bolts of naked force shot from its blind face, spearing ships, wiping the heavens clean. Yet more ships came on, more missiles sped to seed the thing with deadly anti-matter. More dark lightnings flashed. But the thing still lived, and fought, and killed.


  “It’s defending itself,” Stark said. “Not only itself, but its whole species, just as we are.”


  He could sense the bewilderment it felt, the fear, the outraged anger. Probably his previous contact through the Ceidrins had given him that ability, and he was sorry it had, dim though the echo was. The creature was still, he thought, unaware of living beings as such. It only knew that this sudden bursting of strange energy within it was dangerous. It had located the source of that energy and was trying to destroy it.


  It appeared to have succeeded.


  The fleets drew off. There was a cessation of all action. The lightnings ceased. The thing lay apparently untouched, undiminished.


  Stark said, “Have we lost?” He was soaked with sweat and shaking as though he had himself been fighting.


  Shorr Kan only said, “Wait.”


  The ships of the Barons of Hercules detached themselves from the massed ranks of the fleet. They sped away as though in flight.


  “Are they running?” asked Stark.


  Again Shorr Kan said, “Wait.”


  Presently Stark understood. Far away, greatly daring along the uncharted flank of this creature, the fleet of the Cluster struck. Annihilating lightnings danced and flared, and the creature struck out at those ships, forgetting the massed fleets that had now moved into a pattern of semi-englobement. It was after all a child, and ignorant of even simple strategies.


  The fleets charged, loosing a combined shellfire of raving energies at a single area of the creature’s being.


  This time the fires they lit did not go out.


  They spread. They burned and brightened. Great gouts of energy burst nova-like from out of that twisted blankness, catching ships, destroying them, but without aim or purpose. The savage bolts were random now, blind emissions of a dying force.


  The fleets regrouped, pouring in all they had left to them of death.


  And Stark heard . . . felt, with the atoms of his flesh . . . the last unbelieving cry of despair, the anguish of loss as strength and joy faded and the wheeling galaxies in all their beauty went from sight, a flight of brilliant butterflies swept away on a cruel wind.


  It died.


  The fleets of the Star Kings fled from the violence of that dying, while space rocked around them and stars were shattered, while the insane fury of total destruction blazed and roiled and fountained across the parsecs and the stuff of the universe trembled.


  The ships took refuge beyond Dendrid’s Veil. They waited, afraid that the chain-reaction they had set in motion might yet engulf them. But gradually the turbulence quietened, and when their instruments registered only normal radiation, the scout ship and a few others ventured to return.


  The shape of the nebula was altered. Ceidri and its dim sun had vanished. Out beyond, there was a new kind of blankness, the empty blankness of death.


  Even Flane Fell was awed by the enormity of what they had done. “It is a heavy thing to be God.”


  “Perhaps a heavier one to be man,” said Shorr Kan. “God, as I recall, never doubted He was right.”


  They turned back then, and the fleets of the Star Kings, such as had survived that killing, dispersed, each one homing on its separate star.


  Shorr Kan returned to Aldeshar.


  In the hall of the ugly genie he spoke to Stark. “Well, Ambassador? Your little sun is safe now, if salvation didn’t come too late. Will you return there, or will you stay with me? I could make your fortune.”


  Stark shook his head. “I like you, King of Aldeshar. But I’m no good running mate, and sooner or later we’d come to that enmity you spoke of. Besides, you’re born for trouble, and I prefer to make my own.”


  Shorr Kan laughed. “You’re probably right, Ambassador. Though I’m sorry. Let us part friends.”


  They shook hands. Stark left the palace and walked through the streets of Donalyr toward the hills, and through all the voices and the sounds around him he could still hear that last despairing cry.


  He went up on the ridge above the city. And Aarl brought him home.


  They sat in the mist-bordered chamber high in the ancient citadel.


  “We ought not to have killed it,” Stark said. “You never touched its consciousness. I did. It was . . . God-like.”


  “No,” said Aarl. “Man is God-like, which is to say creator, destroyer, savior, kind father and petty tyrant, ruthless, bloodthirsty, bigoted, merciful, loving, murderous, and noble. This creature was far beyond mere godliness, and so perhaps more worthy than we to survive . . . but it did not survive. And that is the higher law.”


  Aarl fixed him with those space-black eyes.


  “No life exists but at the expense of other life. We kill the grain to make our bread, and the grain in time kills the soil it grows in. Do not reproach yourself for that. In due course another such super-being may be born which will survive in spite of us, and then it will be our turn to go. Meanwhile, we survive, and that is our proof of right. There is no other.”


  He led Stark down the long and winding ways to the portal, where his saddled beast was waiting. Stark mounted and rode away, turning his back forever on the Third Bend.


  And so he had seen the future, and touched beauty, and the thing was done, for better or worse. Beauty had died beyond Dendrid’s Veil, and high above, where the walls of the Great Rift Valley towered against the sky, the sun was shining on the old proud face of Mars. Some good, some evil, and perhaps in the days to come Aarl’s words would soothe his conscience.


  And conscience or not, he would never forget the splendor of the ships of the Star Kings massed for battle.
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